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    Prologue


    My fantasies always begin... normally. Whatever normal is.


    The movie or TV show I’m watching features a sexy scene: a man and woman in a clinch, their lips silhouettes that almost touch. A ballad by Dinah Washington comes up on shuffle, raw and yearning. Hugh Jackman shows up shirtless on the cover of a supermarket magazine. The usual things get me started, I guess.


    So then I’m in my boyfriend’s bed (when I have a boyfriend) or alone between the sheets, or in the shower (when I don’t). I close my eyes. I try to forget everything except the pulsing between my legs, the pressure and rhythm that’s making my pulse race. The images in my mind jumble together, without narrative or emotion or sense—like a pornographic kaleidoscope of tongues and lips, cock and cunt, the heat of skin on skin. Usually I start to moan; I’m not one of the quiet ones. So far, so good.


    But no matter how explicit and erotic the kaleidoscope gets, no matter how talented the guy’s tongue is, or how constant my hand’s pressure might be—it never, ever gets me off.


    Only one fantasy does that.


    I try not to think about it. I tell myself it’s sick, it’s wrong. A lot of times, when I’m with a guy, I just don’t come. It’s embarrassing to be this good at faking it.


    When I’m alone—or when I’m with a lover and I want to get off so bad that I can’t take it anymore—I have to go there.


    In my mind, ropes wind around my wrists, my ankles. Or I’m rolled onto my stomach, hands pinned behind my back. Sometimes I’m blindfolded. Sometimes he makes me look at him. If I’m going down on a guy, I ask him to pull my hair, and the whole time I’m pretending that he’s making me do this. Forcing me. In reality he says, Baby or You’re beautiful; I imagine him saying, Whore. Suck it, you cunt.


    I don’t get off unless I’m imagining being raped.


    Sometimes it’s “softer”—a guy backing me against a wall at a party, or taking advantage when I’m sloppy drunk. Other times it’s brutal. Tied down spread-eagled. Or in a ditch on my hands and knees.


    At least I don’t fantasize about weapons at my throat, or pointed at my head. Not yet, anyway.


    I hate this about myself. I hate it. I’ve tried to change so many times; I’ve always failed. While I wish I could say I don’t know why I’m wired this way... I do.


    Maybe it doesn’t matter. Lots of people have sexual fantasies they’d never act on, whether they’re violent or perverse, silly or flat-out biologically impossible. If it’s all in my head, and it makes me come, what’s the harm?


    (It makes me come hard.)


    The harm is when the lines between reality and fantasy get blurred.


    Like they did last night.

  


  
    One


    Highway 71 stretched in front of my car, black asphalt scrolling beneath my wheels. Seven hours into my drive back to Austin, I was wondering why I hadn’t just flown Southwest.


    Sometimes I like taking a long road trip by myself—listening to my music, relishing the freedom of knowing I absolutely, positively can’t work on my thesis for a while. I’d enjoyed most of this drive back from New Orleans, but now that the sun had gone down and I still had an hour to go, I felt restless.


    Maybe if you hadn’t left your car charger at home, where it can do you exactly no good—


    I groaned, thinking of my cell phone in my purse, dead for more than an hour now. Instead of putting on my favorite high-energy playlist for the final leg of my journey, I was at the mercy of the radio. Every station seemed dedicated to putting me to sleep.


    Then again, it was late. After ten P.M. Most people were winding down, taking it easy as they listened to mellower music, maybe snuggling up to someone they loved.


    A sultry Latin number began, soft guitar and thumping drums suggesting sensuality with every beat—and reminding me how long I’d been alone.


    My last breakup had taken place four months before. Sometimes I missed Geordie, even though I knew splitting had been the right choice. At age thirty, he’s still in party-hearty mode, while at twenty-five I already feel more grown-up than he probably ever will. We’d always been more friends than red-hot lovers anyway. Our sex life—well, I couldn’t blame Geordie there. Probably most women would have been more than happy with what he had to offer. I was the one who had longed for something Geordie couldn’t provide.


    At least you told him what you really wanted. You finally trusted someone else enough to tell, and that alone counts for something, doesn’t it? He just couldn’t go there with you.


    But I’d felt so shamed. So exposed. I’d confessed my deepest fantasies to Geordie, hoping he’d play along, and instead he’d freaked out. Oh, he tried to be sympathetic, all “But why do you think you feel this way?” That’s what I pay my therapist for. What I needed from him was something a whole lot dirtier. A whole lot scarier. And gentle, funny Geordie couldn’t give it to me.


    Maybe I was being the rigid one. I figured I shouldn’t condemn a guy for not getting off on the idea of forcing a woman. So I reminded myself, Geordie gets to have limits too—


    The steering wheel jerked in my hands. I managed to keep my Civic from spinning out, but barely. It wobbled violently, pulling hard to one side as I guided it onto the shoulder. The hum of tires against highway gave way to jagged pops of gravel under my car. Once I’d cleared the road, I put the car in park, turned the key, and sat there for a moment, one hand held over my wildly thumping heart.


    Shit. I’ve blown a tire.


    I stepped out of my car, my sandals crunching in the roadside grit, as I inspected the damage. As I’d thought, the passenger-side front tire was completely blown out; strips of blackened rubber had peeled away, and it was already completely deflated against the ground.


    Biting my lower lip, I glanced up and down the highway. I hadn’t quite made it as far as Giddings, which was the closest thing to a real town in this part of Texas. The next outpost of civilization was probably at least half an hour’s walk from here... in the dark, without even a streetlamp to guide me. Why hadn’t I brought the stupid car charger? I’d have given a lot to have my cell phone with me so I could call for help. I could’ve bought another one in any gas station along the way; it wasn’t like they were expensive. But I hadn’t. So I was alone, in the dark, totally on my own.


    Of course, as a modern, independent woman, I’d learned how to change a flat tire. I’d practiced so I’d be able to do it in a crisis. Except that the last time I practiced was eight years earlier, when I was a junior in high school.


    I squared my shoulders. Okay, Vivienne. You can do this. Let’s make it happen.


    As I took the jack from the trunk, I decided to ditch the little cardigan I wore over my red sundress. In Texas in August, the weather was too warm to work hard while wearing extra layers, even this late at night. Besides, I didn’t want to get grease all over my entire outfit if I could help it.


    A truck’s headlights appeared on the horizon, heading toward me. I was torn. Wave for help or duck behind the car, so the driver doesn’t see that I’m a woman out here alone?


    My fantasies were one thing. Reality was another. I wanted help really badly, but I walked behind the car.


    Not that it mattered—the eighteen-wheeler barreled past me so fast my compact car rocked in its wake. The breeze blew my hair in my face and whipped the skirt of my sundress. Once the truck was well ahead of me, I took off my cardigan and tossed it into the front seat, then got down to business.


    Okay. Obviously the first step was jacking up the car. I knelt beside the flat tire, angled the jack—and heard another car driving toward me.


    Slowing down.


    And stopping.


    Headlights bathed me in their brilliance. I held up one hand, unable to see for the glare. Fear prickled along my skin. I took the lug wrench firmly in my fist as I stood, still holding my other hand against the light, and tried to keep my voice steady as I called, “Hello?”


    “Looks like you’ve got trouble.”


    The driver stepped forward, the headlights silhouetting his tall, masculine form. As my eyes adjusted to the brightness, I could finally see his face.


    Oh, my God.


    All the adrenaline in my bloodstream changed. The fear was still there, sharper as I saw how broad his shoulders were, and the muscles in his arms—but now that fear was matched by excitement, raw and primal. This man...


    He was tall, a couple inches over six feet. His jeans were slung beneath his almost impossibly tapered waist, which only exaggerated how muscular his thighs were. His black T-shirt clung to him tightly. Stubble shadowed his angular jaw, and his dark hair was cut almost military-short in a way that emphasized the strong lines of his face. His gray eyes raked over me, as I remembered why I’d worn the cardigan to begin with—my sundress was low-cut, and his gaze made it clear he’d noticed.


    My hand tightened around the wrench.


    “What seems to be the problem?” He took a step closer.


    “It’s just a flat tire. I’ve got a spare.” I sounded breathless. Afraid. Would that encourage him to help me, or make it clear just how much power he had over me at this moment?


    One of his eyebrows lifted. Clearly he’d picked up on the fact that I was nervous. It seemed to amuse him. “Can you change a flat?”


    “Of course.” That was possibly not the entire truth, but I figured I could manage if I had to.


    “Do you have any help on the way? Triple A?” His gray eyes met mine again, but it was difficult for me to make out his expression with his headlights shining in my eyes. “A boyfriend?”


    Is he trying to find out if I’m single, or trying to find out if anybody would know if something happened to me?


    No one would.


    I tried to smile; I probably failed. “Yeah. Triple A said they’d be here in—oh, another fifteen minutes or so.” My voice sounded sharp, borderline rude, but I couldn’t worry about that. All I could think was, Why did I say that? Fifteen minutes was too long. Fifteen minutes is more than enough time for him to...


    His smile was a quick flash in the darkness, as hard-edged as a straight razor. “I can change that flat in five. That is—if you’re not too proud to ask for help.”


    “Proud?” This guy had pulled over next to me in the dead of night, started interrogating me, and wanted to lecture me on my attitude? Fuck being afraid; I got mad. “Listen, if you think it’s funny that I’d be worried about a stranger in this situation, I’m afraid you don’t understand some very basic, sad facts of life.”


    He drew back, his gray eyes narrowing, almost like I’d slapped him. Had he taken my fear as an insult? Maybe it was one; I’d as good as said I thought he couldn’t be trusted. However, when he spoke again, his deep voice was gentler. Meant to soothe. “I wasn’t thinking. Here. Let me take care of this for you and get you on your way.”


    He held out his hand for the wrench. Obviously he’d need it to change my flat. But it was also the only potential weapon I had.


    Do I trust this guy?


    I took one step closer to him, squinting to see. Now his body blocked the headlights a little more, and I could examine his face more carefully. Strong brow. Firm, straight nose like a slash through his perfectly symmetrical face. A surprisingly full lower lip. He looked powerfully, almost aggressively masculine. Like someone who took what he wanted. And yet his eyes never glanced away from mine, as though he had nothing to hide—


    Even though I wanted to trust those eyes, I couldn’t. This man was a total stranger. What it boiled down to was this: If he was a good guy, then I could rely on him. If he was a bad guy, he could probably get the lug wrench away from me any time he wanted.


    I hesitated one instant longer, then handed him the wrench.


    He took it and stepped past me to get to work.


    During the next few minutes, while he worked in silence except for the clanking of metal, I stood awkwardly in front of his dark sedan. Even now I found it difficult to relax around this guy. What if he was just toying with me? Trying to get me off my guard?


    Oh, come on, I told myself. Like any rapist on earth would go to the trouble of changing a flat tire first.


    But those fears weren’t the main reason I found it hard to relax. What got to me was that I found my rescuer sexy as hell. And he’d been sexy to me even when I’d been scared of him.


    Just what did you think he was going to do to you?


    What did you want him to do to you?


    As I watched him—his strong arms wrestling with the wheel, the headlights shining on the muscular expanse of his back or his stern profile—my mind filled with visions I didn’t want to want. Visions of him bending me over the back of my car, pushing up the skirt of my sundress. Of him pulling me into the backseat, putting my hand on his cock, whispering, Time to thank me. His hands fisting in my hair as he towed me down on my knees—


    Stop it.


    I shook my head, pushing the loose strands of my hair back from my face. My cheeks felt hot. My pulse still raced, thumping in my chest, throbbing between my legs. I was turned on and confused and angry with myself. I wanted him to finish changing my flat so I could get back into my car and drive the rest of the way home, pretending I’d never had a bigger problem than crappy music on the radio.


    Then I could also pretend he hadn’t made me feel so hungry. So ashamed.


    “Okay,” he said. A few clicks of the jack, and my car settled back onto the ground. When he stood up, he had a smudge of dark grease along one cheekbone. “That should get you home. But it’s just a spare. You need to buy a new tire right away instead of driving around on this one for too long.”


    “I know that,” I retorted, stung.


    “Sorry.” His smile was knowing, almost disdainful. “I forgot I was talking to an expert.”


    Okay, so he’s a smug son of a bitch, but he’s the son of a bitch who just saved your ass. I swallowed my irritation. “Listen—thanks. Seriously. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you. I owe you one.”


    His smile faded. “Then do me a favor. Don’t try to be superwoman next time. Join Triple A, stay in the car and keep it locked, whatever you have to do to keep yourself safe.” He handed me back the wrench. “You should be more careful who you trust.”


    His eyes searched mine again, and I hoped my face was in shadow—enough that he couldn’t see how flushed I was. Then he turned and walked back to his sedan.


    As his door slammed, I went to the driver’s side of my Civic, legs trembling beneath me. I got back in and hit the locks. His car pulled back onto the highway, passed me, and kept on going. I sat still, watching the taillights shrink and pass out of sight as he drove away.


    I needed to keep driving. But for a few moments I just sat there, one hand to my lips, and tried to stop shaking.


    That’s not what I wanted. It’s not.


    If only I could believe that.

  


  
    Two


    Monday mornings mean Dr. Ward or, as she insists I call her, Doreen.


    I’ve tried therapy before, but Doreen is the first psychologist who’s made me feel like I might actually get somewhere. Everything about her and her office is comforting. Instead of a sternly neutral face and a crisp suit, she always wears a gentle expression and flowing, colorful knits. Instead of a cold, clinical office, she meets with clients in a room of her own bright, sunny house, filled with potted plants and the African sculpture she collects. Most importantly, instead of lecturing, she listens.


    “I didn’t know whether I was safe.” I sit on the cream-colored sofa, my bare feet tucked under me. Doreen asks patients to leave our shoes at the door; supposedly it’s to preserve her rugs, but really I think it gets us to let our guard down. “I could’ve been in danger, for all I knew. I didn’t know that he wasn’t going to hurt me. And I still fantasized about him... forcing me.”


    “He didn’t hurt you,” Doreen says calmly. “He helped you, and then he went on his way.”


    And he had an attitude about it. But that isn’t the point. “We were still out there alone in the dark. The danger was real, and I wanted him anyway. It’s like—like I wanted to get hurt.”


    Doreen raises an eyebrow. “Ever consider that you wanted him just because he was hot?”


    I laugh despite myself.


    She leans forward. “Let me tell you what I’m hearing here. You were in trouble. You were scared. A very attractive man helped you out. While he was doing that, you let yourself fantasize about him. That’s not abnormal. In fact, I’d say it’s the most normal thing in the world.”


    “What I fantasize about isn’t normal.”


    “Rape fantasies are among the most common sexual fantasies women have,” Doreen says, not for the first time. As ever, shame lashes me when she says the actual word. Rape. “Some men fantasize about being forced, too. That’s not the same as actually wanting to get raped. Not all fantasies are things we want in reality.”


    “I should know.”


    That’s my attempt at a joke. Doreen doesn’t crack a smile; she’s not so easily distracted. “One of the reasons you came to me was that you wanted to stop having this fantasy. I understand your reasons. But I don’t think the fantasy itself is your most significant problem. I think your main problem is the way you beat yourself up about it.” Doreen sighs. “That, and the reason you’re fixated on the fantasy in the first place.”


    I can’t talk about my reasons—not again, not now. My mystery man looms too large in my mind. His shadow falls across everything I say and do today. “If I’m having that fantasy at times when I might really be in danger—about men who really could—who might—”


    “We’ve talked about this. Sometimes you tie yourself up in knots about what could have happened, instead of just dealing with the facts. For a little while, let’s stick to the facts about last night.” Doreen’s tone is kind but firm. “This guy changed your tire, and then he went on his way. That’s all.”


    Am I overthinking this? Maybe. With a sigh, I let it go—or try to.


    •••


    After my hour with Doreen is up, I take my Civic to the shop, buy a new tire, and drive to the north side of town, up to a small town house with empty packing boxes stacked by the curb.


    “Anybody home?” I call as I walk up the path to the front steps. “Because I feel the need to unpack something today.”


    Carmen appears at the screen door, a red bandana around her black hair and a broad smile on her face. She wears a T-shirt dress and rubber gloves; obviously I’m not the only one who wants to help out. “Are you a glutton for punishment?”


    “No more than you are. Besides,” I say, gesturing to my cutoff shorts and heather gray T-shirt, “I’m dressed to work.”


    “Then get in here and work, girl.”


    As I walk in, I see Carmen’s younger brother Arturo with a hammer in one hand. “Vivienne! I can’t believe we didn’t scare you off for good on moving day.”


    I give him a hug. “Not yet, anyway.”


    Carmen and I were randomly assigned as roommates freshman year, because I didn’t have any friends attending UT Austin, and because her best friend from high school changed her college choice at the last minute. We were wary of each other at the start, because two people more different would be hard to find. I’m from New Orleans, from what my mother likes to call “old money” even though not much of the money is left anymore. Carmen is from a small town not far from San Antonio, the daughter of immigrants who worked their way out of poverty. I’m slightly taller than average, slender, and, as Carmen has told me many times, the whitest white girl in the world. She’s short, curvy, and proud of her Mexican heritage. My hair is honey-brown with just enough wave to defy any style I attempt, and my eyes are an uncertain shade of hazel, like they can’t decide whether to be brown or green or gold. Carmen’s hair is a deep, shining, perfectly straight blue-black that I covet nearly as much as her dark brown eyes. I love literature and history, and I littered our dorm room with paperbacks. She loves mathematics, the harder and more abstract the better, and loathes clutter. We hardly dared talk to each other for the first few weeks—but somehow by Christmas break we’d become best friends.


    When her younger sibling, Arturo, followed her to UT Austin two years later, I adopted him too. We took him to parties, made sure he studied for finals, even got him a fake ID. By now he’s the little brother I’ve never had.


    So I understood how protective Carmen felt when Arturo got involved with his first serious girlfriend. I just can’t share her dismay about how it’s turning out.


    “Hey, Vivienne.” Shay waddles down the stairs, her hands on the small of her back. Her Australian accent makes my name sound like Viv-yin. “Want a Coke?”


    “Maybe in a minute, once I’m hot and sweaty,” I say. “Then I’ll be craving one.”


    Shay laughs. “Just get them out of the fridge! I swear, the cans are taunting me.”


    Shay’s doctor told her caffeine was a bad idea during her pregnancy.


    Yeah, Arturo and Shay are young to become parents—only twenty-two years old, still undergraduates. But it’s as though they glow every time they look at each other. I don’t think they got engaged because she got pregnant; I assumed a wedding was inevitable from the first time I saw them together. Sometimes you just know. Whenever I see Arturo and Shay together, I smile.


    Carmen, on the other hand, scowls.


    After we work in the kitchen for a while, unpacking dishes, I glance sideways at Carmen. She’s staring out the window above the sink into the narrow backyard, where Shay and Arturo are giggling as they set up the charcoal grill. I say, “If you’re not careful, your face will freeze like that.”


    She rolls her eyes at my dumb joke. “I’m just worried. That’s all. A baby... I mean, Arturo used to forget to feed our dog.”


    I laugh. “He’s not a little kid anymore! And he’s got Shay to help him.”


    “Vivienne, get real. They’re young. They don’t have a dime. Even with their part-time jobs, they can only barely afford to rent a place big enough for a nursery.” Carmen gestures around us.


    The town house is modest, and I know Arturo and Shay already have to scrimp. That will only get tougher when the baby arrives in three months. Still—“Listen, if money solved every problem, my family would be the happiest in the world.”


    “I’m not being materialistic. I’m being realistic. Marrying young, before he gets his degree—it scares me.”


    “A lot of guys might drop out under that kind of pressure,” I admit. “But Arturo’s not ‘most guys.’ He’d never let anything stop him from taking care of Shay and the baby.”


    Carmen presses her full lips together. “I like Shay—I’m trying to love her, as a sister—but I resent what she’s done to Arturo’s life.”


    “She didn’t make the baby on her own, you know. Remember, it takes two to tango.”


    “Oh, oh, gross. ‘Tango’ in that sentence means ‘have sex,’ and I know you didn’t suggest my baby brother actually had sex.” Carmen’s smiling now, which counts as a positive sign. “They got pregnant via... osmosis.”


    “Definitely osmosis.”


    From outside we hear Shay’s laughter, and we look outside to see Arturo dancing her around the backyard. Arturo is the male version of Carmen: compact, dark, attractive in a way that has as much to do with charisma as appearance. As for Shay, her bare feet are almost hidden by the high green grass as she spins around; her pixie cut is dyed to a shade of red that’s almost maroon. She isn’t easy to cast in the role of Evil Temptress. Instead she’s straight-up Alternative Chick from her horn-rimmed hipster glasses to the roses tattooed around one ankle.


    Carmen says, “I’m trying harder with Shay these days.”


    “Yeah, I can tell.”


    That wins me a glare. “I am. I even asked her to invite a few friends along to my party Friday night. You’re still coming, right?


    “Are you nuts? Of course I’m coming to my best friend’s party.”


    “Well.” Carmen’s expression turns guilty. “I should tell you I invited Geordie too.”


    I take a deep breath. “That’s fine.”


    She gives me a look.


    “I swear.” Geordie and I promised we’d stay friends. After a whole summer away from each other, we ought to be able to hang out again. The party could be awkward as hell, especially if he drinks too much—but I can handle it.


    “You agreed faster than I thought you would.” Carmen grabs the box cutter to get us started on our next round of unpacking. “Have you been missing him? Thinking about getting back together?”


    “No.”


    That isn’t entirely true. I miss Geordie, not as a lover but as a person. Plus I miss sex. I really, truly, definitely miss sex. Maybe the lovemaking with Geordie wasn’t the best, but at least it was something. Since the beginning of the summer I haven’t even had that.


    Our lack of chemistry in the bedroom isn’t the reason Geordie and I split up, but it didn’t help. Even though the sex was okay, he hadn’t given me what I really want. What I need.


    Once again I think of my rescuer—the tall, dark, dangerous man who’d had me at his mercy and walked away—


    I shiver.


    But Carmen doesn’t notice, and I start talking with her about school, the weather, whatever. I try to sweep away my dangerous thoughts along with the dust on the floor.


    •••


    The rest of the week goes like any other for a doctoral student at the UT Austin School of Art. Tuesday, meeting with my advisor and then going to the undergrad art history class where I’m a “teaching assistant,” that is, the person who actually grades all the papers. Wednesday and Thursday, long hours at the School of Information downtown, where I’m doing some research on document preservation. Friday, some actual studio time with my prints—and I get a couple of really good prints of my favorite etching I’ve done so far this year, one of a man’s hands cradling a dove.


    Why does this image speak so strongly to me? I’m not exactly sure, and in some ways I’d rather not know. Art is mysterious, sometimes; unconscious inspiration is often the most powerful. I need nothing more than the image itself: a man’s strong, large hands—rough, as if from years of labor or combat—cupped around the form of a dove, its bright eyes shining with both fear and life. The interpretation can come later, or not.


    Once I’m done with my prints, I drive home to my little house, a tiny white one-bedroom place, small even among the modest, ramshackle homes just off First Street. Carmen says my place gives her claustrophobia, and Geordie always calls it “the dollhouse.” But I like my snug little hideaway. Built-in bookshelves line the bedroom walls, and a freestanding brick fireplace divides the kitchen and the living room. My dream home, basically.


    Anyone who walked inside would know a few things about me right away. One, I’m a bibliophile—someone who collects everything from Jane Austen to John le Carré. Two, I’m a sensualist. Only someone in love with texture and color would buy a velvet couch on a grad-school budget, or drape richly woven throws over every other stick of furniture.


    Three, I very much love a little girl named Libby, whose coloring-book pages decorate my refrigerator. One original drawing of hers I even framed and put on the wall. In each corner is the scrawled dedication: To Aunt Vivi.


    No one could look around this room and guess that I don’t see Libby very often, much less why. That remains unknown, which is exactly how I want to keep it.


    What to wear tonight? I don’t want to look too sexy, in case that makes Geordie think I want him back. But I don’t want to look frumpy either. Finally I decide nothing matters more than the heat. In Texas in August, temperatures are scorching even after dark, and bare skin is your best friend. I slide into a denim miniskirt and a black camisole, trusting my silver strappy sandals and dangly earrings to dress it up a bit. Then I swing by the convenience store to pick up a six-pack of beer and head to Carmen’s.


    Her brick red bungalow is within walking distance of some of the great restaurants, clubs, and bars on Congress Street. I have to park my car more than a block away, because this party is one of Carmen’s rare blowouts; as I walk up, I see about ten people laughing and talking on her back patio. No doubt a pitcher of sangria is already making the rounds.


    Arturo shows me in, hugging me with one arm as he holds his beer with the other. Another two or three dozen people fill Carmen’s tiny house, all of them talking and laughing at once, without quite drowning out the thumping of the music from her stereo. The lights are turned down, and a few candles flicker from atop the speakers and the coffee table. Through the glass door that leads to the back patio, I can glimpse a few of the solar torches lighting the yard as softly as fireflies. “About time you got here!” Arturo calls over the din. “We’ll have to catch you up. Do you know everyone?”


    “I don’t think I know anyone.” This is a little bit of an exaggeration—I recognize a couple of faces—but both Carmen and Arturo attract new friends with constant, magnetic appeal. Me... it takes me a lot longer to trust people. To let them in. I have my reasons, and I don’t think it’s a bad way to live, but it’s lonelier sometimes.


    Also, it makes parties awkward.


    Shay comes up to me then, hugging me from behind; the swell of her belly presses against my back. “Introductions time! This is Nicole Mills—hi!—she works with Arturo. Then I’m sure you know Anna Dunham, from Carmen’s department? And Jonny is one of Carmen’s neighbors.” I try to at least wave to everyone as they’re introduced, but Shay is already guiding me toward the kitchen.


    Carmen’s tiny galley kitchen is cramped even for one person. In the middle of a party, with everyone trying to get to the fridge or the plastic cups, it’s a tight squeeze. Laughing, I try to shimmy between two figures in the darkened kitchen, get pushed right up on some guy—and then go completely still.


    Shay continues, oblivious. “And this is Jonah Marks. He’s a professor in earth sciences. You know that’s where I’m doing my work study this semester, right?”


    The last time I saw him it was late at night, and headlights shone from behind him like a halo. Doesn’t matter. I’d know him anywhere. Only one man ever made me go instantly hot and flushed and weak—or wore such a cool, appraising smile while he did it.


    He’s smiling at me like that right now.


    Tall, Dark, and Dangerous is named Jonah. He’s here with my friends, here in my life. And all my fantasies about the stranger on the road feel even scarier now that he’s not a stranger anymore.

  


  
    Three


    Our chests are pressed together by the crush of people, and I know he can feel my breasts through my skimpy camisole and the thin cotton of his T-shirt. He cocks his head slightly, and I know he recognizes me too. But he says nothing.


    Shay blithely continues, “Jonah, this is Vivienne Charles. She’s a good friend of ours, Carmen’s old roommate.”


    I just nod. No words come to me. Once again that mixture of fear and desire surges through my veins, the same kind of fire I imagine injected heroin must feel like—an agony so sweet you’d do anything for it.


    “We’ve met,” Jonah says, never looking away from me.


    “Oh, yeah? That’s UT Austin for you.” Shay grins, still oblivious to the energy between Jonah and me. “Practically the largest university in the country, but somehow we all cross paths.”


    “We met just the other night,” I finally manage to say. “On my way back from New Orleans, I had a flat tire. Jonah changed it for me. Thanks again, by the way.”


    He inclines his head, acknowledging my words as little as possible.


    “Hey, hey. Our hero,” Shay says. “You never mentioned helping someone on the roadside, Jonah.”


    “It was no big deal.” With that, Jonah finally breaks eye contact, turns, and walks away. I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.


    If Shay notices my reaction, she misinterprets it. “Don’t let Jonah get to you. He comes across as rude sometimes, but that’s just his way. I mean, he’s good to work for—doesn’t treat me like his personal servant, the way some of the professors do. But never once have I heard him laugh.” Shay’s expression turns thoughtful. “Huh. I’m not sure he even can.”


    “Why did you ask him here tonight? If he’s so—cold.”


    “I asked a bunch of people from our department. Would’ve been mean to leave him out.”


    That’s just like Shay. She’d invite someone she barely likes to a party before she’d hurt anyone’s feelings.


    Jonah’s out of sight, and—for Shay, at least—out of mind. She resumes pushing me through the kitchen crowd. “Come on. Time to get you some sangria!”


    It’s not like me, going quiet that way. I’ve spent most of my adult life trying to teach myself to be more assertive, and... let’s say I’m getting there. But seeing Tall, Dark, and Dangerous again—finding out that his name is Jonah Marks—he threw me off. Embarrassed me.


    Correction, I tell myself. He didn’t embarrass you. Your fantasies about him make you ashamed. Not the same thing.


    Sometime later on, I’ll find Jonah among the other partygoers. I’ll say something simple and stupid. Basic party chatter. Great song, huh? That kind of thing. Then I’ll thank him again, and it won’t be weird anymore. After that I can walk away from this man for good.


    Right now, though, I need to catch my breath.


    Shay gets me sangria and grabs herself a ginger ale, and starts going on about how she wants to paint the nursery green, but Arturo prefers yellow. I’m excited about the baby and everything, but there’s only so much nursery talk I can take. So I basically zone out, saying “Yeah” and “Of course” whenever she pauses for a moment.


    Almost against my will, I steal glances across the room at Jonah Marks.


    He’s even more attractive than I remembered. Not beautiful, or gorgeous—any of the adjectives that would apply to a Ralph Lauren model or a boy-band star. Jonah’s features are too rugged for that. Too stark. He looks like the work of a sculptor who didn’t believe in polishing rough edges, who wanted you to see exactly where the chisel had struck. In some ways, he’s aggressively masculine: the dark red henley he’s wearing is tight enough to reveal the powerful muscles of his arms. But in others, Jonah looks strangely vulnerable. His waist is narrow, and his neck is longer than most men’s. His whole body looks as though someone took the macho ideal of a masculine form and brought it almost to the breaking point. Strong—and yet strained, beneath the surface.


    This is a man who could be broken, I think. But he’d be more likely to break you first.


    Jonah moves deeper into the crowd, until I can’t see him any longer. At first I wonder if I could extricate myself from Shay’s nursery-decoration talk to find him; then I wonder why I feel like I need to do that this second.


    Maybe I shouldn’t seek Jonah out at all, if he shakes me up like this. Besides, what would I say? It was incredibly nice of you to help me out the other night. Remember how I treated you like you were probably a serial killer? Yeah, guys love that.


    Then distraction arrives, in the form of Geordie Hilton, aka my ex-boyfriend.


    “Vivienne!” Geordie’s smile is absolutely genuine. In his eyes there’s only the slightest flicker of doubt. He’s glad to see me, but he’s not sure I’ll feel the same.


    To my surprise, I do. “Hey, you. Come here.”


    We hug each other, the one-armed friendly hug that clearly says We’re not fucking anymore. I’m aware of Shay studying us, and other people too; the first meeting of the exes is always an attention-getter. Right now they’re looking at us half in relief (no fight), half in disappointment (no fight?). Shay sidles away, giving us as much space as this crowded party allows.


    He says, “Did you have a good summer? You never post to Facebook, you know.” Geordie is the kind of hyper-extrovert who considers avoiding social media nearly criminal.


    “I had a quiet summer, which is exactly what I needed. You?”


    “Brilliant.” Geordie lived in Inverness until he was sixteen, and occasionally his accent and slang give him away. “The internship went great. Seriously, beyond my wildest expectations. We won amnesty for four immigrants in danger of exportation to home countries where they’d have been killed, either for political protests or sexual orientation. Four in three months! The wheels of justice rarely spin so fast.”


    Most young attorneys who return to law school for an LLM do it to make even more money; Geordie’s getting his LLM so he can better help people. I don’t regret breaking up with him, but it’s good to be reminded of what I liked about the guy in the first place.


    Plenty of the eyes watching us are female. More than one woman at this party hopes to make sure I’m out of the picture with Geordie, so she’ll have a shot at climbing into the frame. He’s handsome—okay, adorable—with floppy brown hair, puppy-dog eyes, and a smile that can be warm, or sly, or both at once. With his white oxford shirt unbuttoned at the neck, sleeves rolled up, his frame looks less skinny, more wiry. He’s the ideal hero of a romantic comedy.


    But my life isn’t a rom-com, and it never will be. That ship sailed long before Geordie came along.


    Besides, standing within arm’s length of Geordie does less for me than just glancing across the room at Jonah Marks.


    Again I look toward the corner where I saw Jonah last, but he’s not there. Did he leave the party already?


    If he did, I ought to feel relieved. I don’t.


    Time to focus on Geordie again. “Good for you,” I tell him, meaning it.


    We chitchat about his time in Miami for a while, then go our own ways within the party. I manage to dodge Arturo’s old roommate, Mack, who always stares at my tits; he’s one of those jocks with a thick neck and square head, like a canned ham in a Longhorns T-shirt. For a while I get to talk with Kip, the department secretary in my section of the art department, but then he receives some urgent text that sucks him into the cell phone dead zone. Mostly, even though I ought to be mingling and meeting new people, I hang out with Carmen. We’re best friends for a reason, and besides, she has a new crush to describe in detail.


    As for my crush—if you can use such an innocent word for what Jonah Marks does to me—I refuse to let myself look for him again. Nor does he seek me out. Either Jonah’s on the patio or he blew out of here early, because I don’t see him once.


    What I do see is Geordie going back for a third glass of sangria.


    And a fourth.


    And a fifth. That’s assuming I didn’t miss any refills, and I might have.


    It’s on the fifth sangria that Geordie stumbles into the coffee table. A few people’s drinks slosh onto the carpet, which makes Carmen swear under her breath; one of the candles rocks but doesn’t fall over to start a fire. Barely.


    People laugh, but there’s an edge to it. Geordie’s drunker than anyone else at this party, by far.


    “Hey,” I say to him as gently as I can. “Let’s get you some air.”


    Even as she dabs paper towels against her carpet, Carmen defends Geordie. “It’s all right! The rug’s dark. It won’t even show.”


    “No, Viv’s right. She’s right.” Geordie must be smashed; otherwise he’d never risk my wrath by calling me Viv. “We should all listen to—to Viv—a little more often.”


    I get up and sling one of his arms around my shoulders. If he or anybody else misinterprets this, it’s on them.


    “Why don’t I listen to you more?” Geordie stumbles against me, but I manage to keep us upright. “You’re always so smart.”


    “That’s me. The genius. Come on.”


    With my free hand I slide the glass door open and guide him onto the brick patio. Only a few people linger out there now, and I pay attention to none of them. Instead I get Geordie to the ice chest, where—amid several bottles of beer—I find a Dasani for him.


    “Drink this, okay? You need to drink nothing but water the rest of the night. You should eat something too.”


    Geordie clasps the bottle of water, but he doesn’t take a sip. Instead he gives me this sad smile. “I should’ve tried harder with you. I should’ve made it work.”


    Is he going to cry? Damn, Geordie’s a sloppy drunk.


    He just keeps talking. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be the partner you wanted me to be.”


    “It’s okay. Really. Please drink some water.” I prop him against the patio table. Around us, a few people are snickering at Geordie; I’m still loyal enough to feel angry on his behalf.


    “I mean, it’s for the best. I know that. I do. But it hurts sometimes, doesn’t it?” Geordie’s slurring now. “We should’ve had more fun while we could.”


    “Less fun,” I say. “More water.”


    Finally Geordie takes a sip, but it doesn’t shut him up for long. “I just couldn’t do that for you. Any of it. And, oh my God, I feel so bad about the rape thing—”


    He did not say that. He did not start talking about this in public, at a party, with strangers standing around listening.


    Except he did.


    My face goes cold with shock, then hot with shame, as Geordie continues. “I mean, kink yay, right? Everybody should love kinks. And you get to have yours! You do. But it’s not my kink. At all. Playing rapist freaks me out. But I shouldn’t have been such a dumb cunt about it.”


    “We’re not discussing this here,” I manage to say. “Please stop.”


    It hits Geordie then, where we are and what he’s done. The impact gets through all the booze. He sucks in a breath. “Oh, fuck.”


    I don’t want to look at the faces of the people standing around who just heard that, but I can’t help it. A few of them look shocked. Others look amused. That creeper Mack leers at me in a way that makes my skin crawl.


    Worst of all is the one face that remains impassive—Jonah Marks, only a few feet away, who must have heard every word.
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    Once, when I was thirteen, the bloody string of my tampon somehow hung out from the edge of my swimsuit. Jackson Overstreet—who I thought was so cute, with his blond hair and blue eyes, the boy I hoped would be the first guy ever to kiss me—he saw the string, pointed it out to everyone at my friend Liz’s pool party, and laughed the loudest of all. Given how many people were shrieking in laughter at once, that was a hard competition to win. Jackson won it hands down. Since then I’ve believed that moment would probably be the single greatest public humiliation I’d ever feel.


    Turns out it wasn’t even close.


    I stand at the edge of Carmen’s yard by the tall wooden fence. The noise and light of the party are as far away as possible, which isn’t nearly far enough. What I want most is to leave. But to leave, I’d have to walk through the crowd, and I’m not ready to do that yet.


    Footsteps in the grass behind me make me cringe. When Arturo comes up beside me, though, his smile is kind. “You all right?”


    This is Arturo; I can’t lie to him. “If ‘mortally embarrassed’ counts as all right.”


    “Don’t be like that. Everybody gets a little crazy in the sack once in a while, you know? I could tell you a few stories, if Shay wouldn’t kill me afterward.”


    I give him a crooked smile. Probably everyone else who heard Geordie thinks what Arturo thinks: that he was talking about a bad night of role-playing, a one-time thing. They have no idea how deep this goes for me. To them it’s a tremor, not an earthquake.


    Arturo adds, “Geordie’s a dick. Carmen shouldn’t have invited him.”


    “He was drunk. That’s all.” I push my bangs back from my forehead. The night is sultry—hot and humid. “I’ll take it up with him later. You guys stay out of it.”


    Arturo holds up his hands, a gesture of surrender, but I can tell he’s not ready to let Geordie off the hook yet. My adopted younger brother is more protective than any real older brother could ever be. He’s slow to anger, but once he finally gets mad—watch out.


    Hopefully someone’s driven Geordie home by now.


    “You sure you’re okay?” he says.


    I nod. “Just give me a few more minutes, all right? By tomorrow maybe I’ll be able to laugh about it.” Fat chance.


    “Sure thing.” Arturo’s hand touches my shoulder, a comforting pat, before he heads back to the gathering.


    Nobody else knows the truth. If I’d been able to laugh off what Geordie said, chances are most people wouldn’t have thought much more about it. I’m making it a bigger deal than it has to be by staying away from everyone else, so I should knock it off. Probably Mack’s smarmy grin is the worst of the aftermath, and that’s already over.


    Geordie, you dickweed. I might keep Arturo from giving him hell, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to. You couldn’t have spent one single party drinking ginger ale?


    Footsteps on the grass again, but I don’t turn around. “I’m coming back in, really—”


    My voice trails off as I see who’s come to my side.


    Jonah Marks doesn’t look directly at me; he stares in the same direction I do, right past the fence, but there’s no missing the intensity of his focus. He is as vividly aware of me right now as I am of him.


    “Sorry your ex embarrassed you,” he says.


    “He, um, he just had too much to drink.” I hug myself a little tighter. “Guess we’ve all been there.”


    “I’ve never humiliated one of my lovers at a party. Have you?”


    Wow, thanks for describing it as humiliation. “I just meant, I’m not angry with Geordie. You don’t have to be either.”


    Jonah doesn’t seem to think my take on this matters. “He should never have revealed something so private.”


    I remind myself: a tremor, not an earthquake. “That was just one thing Geordie and I talked about, one time. Don’t read too much into it.”


    My best bluff. I even manage a smile. Most people would believe it. Jonah doesn’t.


    “If it were no big deal, you wouldn’t be standing out here now,” he says. “I knew the truth as soon as I saw your face. You want that fantasy. You want it more than you’ve ever wanted anything else.” He looks directly at me for the first time. “You hate it, don’t you? The fantasy. I do too. But it doesn’t change anything.”


    I feel naked in front of him. Exposed, and vulnerable. I can’t think about what he’s saying; all I want is to get away. But Jonah’s presence—the sheer heat of him—holds me in place, trapping me. “You—I don’t want to talk about this with you.”


    “I think you do.”


    The presumption of the guy. “Excuse me?”


    He takes a sip from his wineglass, utterly unhurried, completely and maddeningly calm. Then he says, “I want to tell you this now—tonight, while you’re safe, and with your friends, and you know I’m not threatening you. What your ex said—if that’s the fantasy you want, I can give it to you.”


    Did he just say that? He did.


    It’s like every sound turns into white noise. Like my brain won’t process words any longer. The shock is physical. “You—you didn’t mean—”


    “Rape as fantasy. You’d like to play one role. I’d like to play another.” Jonah’s tone remains diffident, but his eyes tell another story. He stares at me so intently that I can’t help picturing him in the role he wants to play. “On your terms, and within your limits. But I think we could... satisfy each other.”


    I can’t even answer him.


    Apparently I look as shocked as I feel, because Jonah says, “You’re safe. You’re with friends. Even if you were alone, you’d be safe with me.”


    There are a thousand objections I could make, from long outraged diatribes to a slap on the face he’s surely earned. I go with, “I don’t even know you.”


    “That’s going to make it better for you,” Jonah says. “With a boyfriend, you can pretend—but it’s a joke, really. A game. Not the fantasy you really want. Me? I’m nearly a stranger. I can do more than fuck you. I can scare you a little. Just a little. Enough to make it what you really want.”


    I need to shut this down. “This is crazy. You know that, right? And it’s never, ever happening.”


    “It’s your fantasy, and mine. Chances like this don’t come along often—two people twisted in the exact same way.” Jonah smiles; it’s a fierce expression, rather than a friendly one. “If we don’t make something out of this, I think you’ll regret it. I know I will.”


    I want to tell Jonah that he’s wrong. I want to tell him to fuck off. I want to make it clear that I’m not the twisted woman he described—but I can’t. This man has already seen right through me. “I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation.”


    “We can have a lot more than that. Think about it.”


    I can’t help imagining it. Every fevered, violent fantasy I had about Jonah that night on the side of the road comes back to me, more vivid than most of my real memories. I wanted him to take me. Control me. Drag me down and force me.


    The whole time, he was fantasizing about doing that to me. Maybe more than I even dared dream. Out there in the dark, when I was at his mercy, that was what was going through his mind.


    Probably I should feel insulted, or scared. Instead I am powerfully, almost painfully turned on.


    Turned on is not the same as suicidal. I say, “There’s no way in hell I’m giving you permission to rape me.”


    “That’s not what I asked for. I asked to play a role in your fantasy, just like I’m asking you to play a role in mine. Nothing happens you don’t want to happen.” His gray eyes are unfathomable. “We can work out a few details in advance, for your protection.”


    “Is this something you do with women?” I demand. Though I only mean it in terms of fantasy, I realize almost instantly that Jonah could have done this for real. I might be talking to a rapist. I could be a potential victim dangling in front of him like low fruit on a heavy branch.


    “A couple of ex-girlfriends tried to act scenes out with me, but it was never quite right. They didn’t want to play rough.” His smile is as sharp and bright as a straight razor. “I think you do.”


    That ought to scare the shit out of me, except—he’s right. I do want to play rough. I want the dirtiest, filthiest brutality, and I want it badly. Wanted it for so long. We still haven’t exchanged more than a handful of words, but I already realize that Jonah’s exactly the kind of man who’d give me what I need without any hesitation. Without mercy.


    I don’t want to want that. My fantasy is something I’m trying to escape from, not sink down into. If I try this and hate it, that would be beyond horrible. It might be as traumatic as a real rape, and I would have walked right into it.


    That’s not what scares me, though. What scares me is that I’ll try it and love it. Maybe I really am that fucked up.


    I’d rather not find out. “Listen. I realize this is—an offer. Not a threat. But we’re having an extremely unnerving conversation, and I wish we weren’t.”


    Something subtle changes about Jonah’s expression. I remember the way I was thinking about him earlier tonight—that this was a man who could be broken. Some of that vulnerability is visible now, if you look hard. “I would never force a woman against her will. Never. If someone held a gun to my head, I’d tell him to shoot. That’s not a line I’d ever cross.”


    “But you fantasize about raping women.”


    He raises an eyebrow. “You fantasize about being raped. You know the line between dream and reality. So do I.”


    How can he not see how different it is? My fantasy comes from a very dark place, but a very real one. For Jonah, this is probably just a way to get off.


    I should walk away. I should suck up my pride, go back into the party, grab my purse and keys, and get home as fast as I can. Tomorrow I ought to call Shay and tell her not to invite Professor Marks to any more parties.


    Instead I stand there, breath catching in my throat. Jonah’s eyes crinkle at the corners, a smile too dark to show. He knows exactly how aroused I am. The shame I feel is just fuel for my desire.


    “What about you?” Jonah says. “Have you done this before? I doubt it.”


    Not the way he’s talking about. “No.”


    He cocks his head, studying me intently. “We could start slow. Not too much at first. We’d work up to what you really need.”


    Jonah knows what I really need. And I can’t stand him knowing.


    “This is crazy.” I tuck a few strands of hair behind my ears and straighten my camisole, trying to pull myself together. But I can’t help noticing that my nipples are obviously hard beneath the thin black fabric; even though I haven’t caught Jonah looking at my breasts, I know he’s seen that too. “Like you said, it’s just a fantasy. I think we should leave it there.”


    “Too bad. Would’ve been a wild ride.”


    It takes a lot of gall to be that confident about something this outrageous. To hell with being intimidated; to hell with being polite. “Where do you get off, asking me to do something that kinky when I hardly even know you? We’re supposed to make plans to fuck before we’ve even touched?”


    Jonah doesn’t answer at first. Then he cups my face in one hand, rough and possessive, and brings his mouth to mine.


    His kiss is hard. Insistent. His tongue pushes my lips apart. I don’t want to kiss him back, but I do. My head falls back as he steps closer, claiming me with an arm around my waist. I surrender to his touch. He wakes up every nerve in my body—like I hadn’t known I was sleepwalking until this second. Desire sears my mouth, my breasts, my cunt.


    Just when it feels like my knees might buckle beneath me, Jonah suddenly pulls back. It throws me off balance, and I nearly stumble. He must see that. He must see me flushed and breathing hard. This man already knows how much power he has over me, and he wants even more.


    Jonah says, “The ball’s in your court.”


    With that he strolls back toward the house, like what happened is no big deal. I can only stand there and watch him go.
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    I can’t sleep.


    Carmen’s party wrapped up a couple of hours ago. I made up for my freakout by staying until the very end, until I was helping Carmen scoop up beer cans and toss empty Tostitos bags in the trash. If anyone made a joke about anything, I laughed, even if I didn’t think it was funny. More sangria? Sure. The life of the party: That’s me. I pretended Geordie hadn’t spilled my secret, and for the most part people either didn’t know or didn’t care. The only one who put me on edge was Mack, who kept staring at me. Then again, Mack always stares.


    Jonah must have left right after he kissed me. I can imagine him walking back into the house, then out the front door, without even saying good-bye. Apparently no one saw our clinch in the backyard. That’s a relief. The last thing I need is Carmen asking me if I think he’s cute.


    Cute. Jonah is—handsome. Attractive. Overpowering. Hot as hell.


    Not “cute.”


    I go onto the UT website to look him up. Earth sciences, Shay said. A professor. That’s virtually the last profession I would have guessed for him. Maybe—SWAT team member. Navy SEAL. Hit man. Not a teacher.


    When I pull up his faculty page, the photo there isn’t reassuringly ordinary, with Jonah in glasses or a cardigan or whatever else the PhDs usually wear in their official pictures. Jonah is shown standing outside—someplace rocky, with a broad expanse of sky behind him. He wears khaki pants¸ a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves, and a frown, like he wanted to punch the photographer. The frown doesn’t make him any less attractive. He doesn’t look like any professor I’ve ever seen, unless you count Indiana Jones.


    Professor of Seismology and Volcanology, says the caption. That makes more sense. Now that I study his photo carefully, the rocks beneath his feet look like volcanic stone—that is, if I remember a damn thing from that geology class I took four years ago. I can picture him on the edge of danger, wearing gear that can only barely protect him from the forces nearby, walking straight toward lava flow or an eruption without hesitating.


    With a shiver I realize—Jonah is a man who doesn’t give a damn about danger.


    No more. If I want to get any sleep tonight, I need to stop this. I turn off my tablet and try to settle down. My skirt goes back in the closet; the camisole gets tossed in the hamper. A thin white sleeveless undershirt and panties are about all I can stand to sleep in during weather this hot. The cotton clings to me, so that I can pretend it’s a second skin. Sometimes I sleep naked, but tonight I feel like I want to be more covered up. Less vulnerable.


    My neighborhood is safe, but tonight I double-check the deadbolt on the door. I go to every window to make sure each one is locked. Instead of turning off all my lamps, I leave one burning—the one by the window that looks out onto the street. If anyone drives by, maybe he’ll think I’m still awake.


    By anyone, I mean Jonah.


    He wouldn’t come after me, I think. Mostly I believe this. Jonah swore that he would never force a woman against her will. When he said it, there was something about his voice—something raw, something real. I trust my instincts enough to know Jonah was telling the truth.


    But what if he thought he wasn’t forcing me? He knows I fantasize about rape. He said he wants to give me my fantasy. Would Jonah break in, thinking I was waiting for him? We talked about acting everything out. Breaking in could be part of that. I want to think he wouldn’t take it this far—but with something like this, the lines between fantasy and reality could get blurred much too easily. If I protested, even if I fought, Jonah might believe that was only part of the game.


    He said the ball was in my court. Surely that means the next move is up to me.


    Why am I thinking about the next move? I turn over in bed, restless beneath the thin sheet. This idea is insane. I told Jonah as much. When I said no, I meant it, and that’s the end.


    What I don’t know is whether Jonah accepts that this isn’t going any further. Whether a guy who gets off fantasizing about rape can even understand No. Whether I can trust him. This man asked me to be completely vulnerable to him, to put myself completely in his power.


    And he’s already proved he won’t misuse my powerlessness.


    Jonah’s had me vulnerable and at his mercy before—last Sunday night, when he pulled over to help me with my flat tire. We were out in the middle of nowhere. When I told him that I had help coming, he had to know it was a lie. He’s a big man, obviously strong. If he’d wanted to take me against my will, he could have done it. I’m not sure even that lug wrench would have saved me.


    Now I know his fantasies were just like mine. He saw me. He desired me. He envisioned pulling me into the back of his car, pinning me under his weight—


    But he didn’t. Jonah had me exactly where he wanted me, and all he did was help me out and send me on my way.


    Does that mean I could trust him after all?


    I don’t know. I couldn’t know unless we actually tried this.


    Which is crazy. Unhealthy. Possibly even dangerous. And it gets me hotter than anything else ever has.


    I glance over at the window nearest my bed. That’s one I don’t have to worry about locking; over the past eighty years or so, the window’s been painted shut so many times that it’s practically part of the wall. Nobody’s coming through there, not without slicing himself to shreds on broken glass.


    That’s what makes it safe to imagine Jonah just outside.


    In my mind, the window slides open for him easily. I’m lying here in my skimpy tank top, breathing hard, paralyzed by fear. I imagine Jonah sliding through as easily as a cat burglar, his feet barely making a sound as he makes contact with the floor and stands up, looming over me. He doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t have to. In this fantasy, I know that I have to do whatever he says. What he wants to do to me, I have to take.


    Don’t, whispers the rational part of my brain, the part that knows I shouldn’t go here even in my own mind. My rape fantasies about faceless strangers—those are one thing. Thinking about Jonah, the man who wants to tie me up and take me down for real: That’s a whole new level of fucked-up.


    But I seem to have reached that level at last.


    I wriggle out of my underwear, and my hand steals between my legs. As my fingers start circling, I close my eyes, the better to dream of Jonah standing over me.


    He has a belt, a rope, something, and he winds it around my wrists. He ties the other end to one of the bedposts, then tugs my body down so that my arms are stretched above my head. I whimper in fear. It just makes him smile. He pulls off my panties, pushes my legs open so wide it almost hurts. I hear the purr of his zipper. It’s too dark for me to see his cock, but I feel the rigid head pushing against me—into me—


    In my mind I keep replaying that, the moment he plunges inside, the first shock of penetration, Jonah’s satisfied groan, my own desperate cry. Over and over again, the first time every time, as fast as he could actually thrust—and then I come so hard it makes me dizzy. Everything is blurred and humming, and I know nothing but the pulse of my cunt as it contracts, wanting the man who isn’t there.


    As soon as I can breathe again, I say, “Oh, shit.”


    If just imagining Jonah Marks playing this role for me gets me off that hard, what would the reality be like? I don’t want to find out.


    Or maybe I do.


    Either way, I’m not going to be able to stop thinking about Jonah anytime soon. So much for sleep.


    •••


    My entire weekend goes something like this:


    Get up, eat breakfast, exercise. Resolve not to think about Jonah so much today.


    Get some work done in the studio.


    Break for lunch; head home for sandwich. Start thinking about Jonah.


    Masturbate to the thought of him, right in the middle of the day, groaning and panting on my bed.


    Put my clothes back on. Run an errand, or see a friend. Pick out a funny card at the store to send to Libby, so she doesn’t completely forget her Aunt Vivi. Have trouble remembering what to buy at the store, or what to say next in a conversation, because my mind is still chained to the shadow of Jonah Marks.


    Go home. Get myself off again. Toss my wet panties in the hamper and put on a fresh pair.


    Try to think of something fun to do in the evening. Play video games with friends. Listen to music in a club. Spend the whole time imagining Jonah’s hands on my skin.


    Get into bed. Tell myself there’s no way I can possibly need another orgasm.


    Think about Jonah. Give myself another orgasm. Fall asleep.


    At least I don’t remember any of my dreams over the weekend. Sleep is the only time I have away from Jonah. I go through six pairs of panties in two days.


    On Monday morning, I’m awakened by my iPhone, which offers up the day’s appointments along with the song that rouses me. Squinting, I scroll through the appointments on autopilot, until I get to my usual therapy time. Today it says, Remember: Doreen in Florida.


    My therapist told me a month ago that she would miss two weeks to visit her son in Tampa. I put it in my phone and otherwise forgot about her absence. It’s been a while since I was so fragile that even a two-week break from therapy seemed like a crisis. Now, though, I feel a small shiver of dismay. Doreen would have talked some sense into me. She would have reminded me that I’m trying to get further away from this fantasy, not to wrap myself up in it until it dominates my whole life. I would have walked out of her office refreshed, stable, and ready to get back to normal.


    Instead, Doreen is half a country away, and Jonah is very, very close.


    I throw on cropped pants and a simple white top, slide my feet into sandals, tug my hair into a ponytail, and drive to the university. As usual, merging into the thick campus traffic is a pain; we wind up with a Los Angeles–worthy traffic jam virtually every day. UT Austin is one of the biggest college campuses in the nation—more than fifty thousand students, nearly twenty-five thousand faculty and staff, with 150 buildings spread out across more than four hundred acres. All around me in traffic are undergrads driving to class. Even the lucky few who get to live on campus are sometimes so far from their classrooms that they take their cars instead of walking.


    That said, every college is really a few hundred smaller colleges all wrapped into one. Each building, each department, has its own personality and its own cast of characters. I don’t venture far from the School of Fine Art, as a general rule.


    No doubt this is why I walk up to the building to see Geordie sitting on the metal bench out front. He holds a piece of paper, which he’s crumpled slightly between tense fingers. When he sees me, his eyes widen. Even though he’s clearly been waiting for me, he dreads what I’m going to say.


    He should.


    As I walk up to him, Geordie gets to his feet. “Vivienne, I’m so, so bloody sorry about Friday night.”


    “You ought to be.” I cross my arms. “Do you even remember what happened? Or did Carmen have to tell you later?”


    He scratches his head with his free hand. “I’m not denying it’s a bit blurry. But I remember.”


    “That was personal, Geordie. As personal as it gets. No matter how drunk you were, you should never, ever have let those words come out of your mouth.”


    “I know that. I do.” He looks so earnest. Almost heartbroken, like what he said hurt him more than it did me. Geordie always wants to do the right thing; he just doesn’t always get there.


    This time, though, I’m not letting him off the hook. “I don’t discuss what our sex life was like. Not even with my best friends, and definitely not with strangers at a party. If we’re going to stay friends, you have to do better than this. Do you understand?”


    Slowly, Geordie nods. The two of us stand there in awkward silence for a few moments before he straightens out the piece of paper. “I felt so bad about this that I wrote you a poem.”


    “... a poem?”


    “Yes.” He stands almost at attention, like a politician about to give a speech. “The title is, ‘I Am a Complete and Total Shit.’”


    I’m not going to laugh. I’m not.


    Geordie reads: “I am a complete and total shit / sometimes I act like a stupid git / when I become a blabbermouth / all my relationships go south / forgive this lowly wretched wanker / or I’ll be sad, nothing rhymes with wanker.”


    I can’t help it anymore. Giggles bubble up inside me, and Geordie’s worried face gentles into a smile of relief. I never could stay mad at him for long. “Please tell me there are no more verses,” I say.


    “I felt I’d achieved poetic perfection in just six lines. Less is more, you know?”


    “Yeah. For instance, less intimate details about our relationship, more enjoyable parties.”


    He puts one hand on my arm—not a romantic move, just a reassuring one. “I swear to you, I’ll never reveal anything that personal about us again. Never. There’s not enough gin in the world to get me that drunk.”


    I sigh. “Okay. But you’re on probation.”


    “My sentence is just and fair, Your Honor.” Geordie squeezes my arm, then steps back. “So, I’ve got to get to class.”


    The law school isn’t particularly close. “Will you have to run it?”


    “Possibly. But we’re all right?”


    “... sure.”


    With a grin, Geordie turns away to lope across the green. He’s older than almost all the other students, but the way he moves—running, his longish brown hair flopping with every bound—he looks more like a kid than any of them. Shaking my head, I watch him go.


    The teaching assistants all share a space on the fourth floor. The elevators only go to three. I take the steps the whole way—it’s less irritating. Our designated office is as grand as you’d expect: a long narrow room that was probably originally designed as a closet, outfitted with the oldest, most beat-up desks that haven’t already been thrown out as scrap. I don’t really mind. Most of my work is done at home or in the studio anyway. Besides, even as low as I am on the totem pole, I still get to rely on the department secretary.


    “Well, hello there,” Kip says as I walk into the main office. “Not looking nearly as slinky as you did Friday night.”


    “Oh, no! I meant to wear lingerie to impress my two P.M. class.” I smack my forehead with the heel of my hand. “Do you have any pasties lying around? Or a G-string?”


    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Kip gives me a sidelong glance; his quick fingers never stop typing for a second. “I thought you might want to look nice for Geordie. Don’t think I didn’t see him out there, so spare me the sarcasm.”


    “Geordie and I are just friends now, remember?”


    “Mmmm-hmm,” Kip hums, making it clear he doesn’t believe me.


    When Kip Rucker joined our department last year, I wasn’t sure what to think. Our previous secretary was a grandmotherly lady who wore appliquéd sweatshirts themed for every holiday, including Arbor Day. Kip, on the other hand, wears skinny jeans, oversized designer T-shirts, and nail polish. It takes courage to be as out as Kip is, here in Austin; we might be the bluest city in the great red state of Texas, but this is still Texas. So I admired his guts from the start, but couldn’t imagine him fitting in. He has a big mouth and a bigger attitude and doesn’t give a damn what anyone in the world thinks of him. Usually this is not great secretary material.


    Within three weeks, Kip had restructured our entire office. Suddenly we’d become efficient. He turned around work faster and more effortlessly than any of us had dreamed possible. Even the old coffeemaker vanished, replaced by a newer model that produced actual coffee instead of blackish sludge.


    When we asked him how he managed that, he said he knows people in food services. We soon learned that Kip knows people in every single department of the university. Somehow, all these people seem to owe him a favor. I think Kip could take over as dean if he set his mind to it. Possibly as dictator. I’m just glad he’s on our side.


    This morning, Kip’s nails are cherry red. I take his hand for a second. “Nice shade.”


    “Thanks. You can borrow the bottle if you want.”


    “Not today. Maybe sometime.”


    I go through the side door into my skinny little suboffice. Neither of the other TAs has come in yet; Marvin’s got class right now, and Keiko never puts in office time before noon. That means I have a little while to myself.


    The computer chimes on. Our home page is the university’s site, so it only takes a couple of keystrokes to get into faculty—and to bring up the page for Jonah Marks.


    Once again I look at his picture. I’ve spent all weekend imagining his face near mine—giving me orders, calling me names—but the sight of him hasn’t lost its power over me. If anything, he overwhelms me even more.


    Maybe that’s because he’s closer than ever.


    Before I can chicken out, I click the link for his university e-mail. A letter form pops out, Jonah’s address at the top, ready for me to type. I don’t bother putting anything in the body of the e-mail; everything I have to say to him fits in the subject line.


    I type, Let’s talk.


    And then I hit send.

  


  
    Six


    Here in Austin, most bars are raucous places meant to serve either the live-music scene, the crowds of college students with fake IDs, or both. This hotel bar, however, is more sophisticated, more low-key. Instead of the usual blaring alt-rock, R&B music plays softly from hidden speakers around the room. Pale leather couches and chairs cluster in various nooks to encourage conversation and create privacy. The other people here are mostly adults, and nearly as many people hold coffee cups as wineglasses.


    I hesitate before I order my own drink. It feels important to keep my head—but I’m already nervous. Caffeine would tip me over the brink. Pinot noir it is.


    The couch tucked in the farthest, most intimate area of the bar is available, so I claim it. I came here early on purpose, so I’d have a few moments to collect myself before Jonah arrives. Now I’m wishing I hadn’t. While I sit here, I have nothing to do but freak myself out.


    It’s not too late to walk out of here. E-mail Jonah, tell him you can’t make it, go out to your car and drive the hell away while you still can.


    I don’t move.


    By now I’m used to the second-guessing. I’ve been doing that ever since I sent that e-mail to Jonah two days ago. His reply was simply this address, this day, this time—and the line, “Just to talk.” At first I found that maddening. He couldn’t express surprise, enthusiasm, doubt, anything? Not one question, not one detail, about what he’s thinking? Then I realized this conversation is one that has to happen in person. We have to be completely clear about this, in every detail. Otherwise everything could go terribly wrong.


    Is it even possible for something this screwed up to go well? I doubt it. Maybe I’ll regret this. The dangers are very real, and I haven’t lost sight of any of them. This fantasy that dominates me—it’s sick, and it’s twisted, but it’s not going away. Fighting it hasn’t done any good. So I’m giving in. Surrendering.


    I take a deep drink of my wine¸ close my eyes, and take a deep breath, willing myself to be calm. It works until I open my eyes again and see Jonah.


    He walks straight toward me as if he’d known where I would be sitting before he even came through the door. Like me, Jonah dressed to fit in at this upscale place—charcoal gray slacks cut perfectly to accentuate the taper of his waist, and a black linen shirt that drapes across his powerful body. My hand goes to the neckline of my plum-colored wrap dress. It’s not that revealing, but I feel exposed before his knowing gaze.


    “I wasn’t sure you’d show,” Jonah says.


    Hello to you too. If he can cut to the chase, so can I. “Nearly bolted for the door a couple of times. But here I am.”


    That wins me his fierce version of a smile.


    Jonah sits down beside me—but a couple of feet away, as though I were a business colleague instead of the woman he wants to fuck. Then again, this isn’t foreplay. Nothing’s going to happen tonight. If we’re going to go ahead, we need boundaries. Definitions. I might be crazy enough to do this, but I’m not crazy enough to do it without any rules.


    “How was your day?” I say.


    He gives me a look. Like he said at Carmen’s, the less we know about each other’s lives, the better. This is not a first date.


    “Sorry.” I take another sip of wine, then put down the glass. If I drink a little more every time I feel on edge tonight, I’ll get plastered. “No details. No chitchat. We shouldn’t go there.”


    “It’s okay. This is difficult.” He pauses a moment before adding, “Are you scared?”


    Deep breath. Honest answer. “Yes and no. I believe you aren’t going to do anything without my permission. But what we’re doing feels a little like jumping off a cliff. I’ve had this fantasy since—since always, but I never thought I’d act it out with a stranger—”


    At that moment, a waiter appears by our sofa. Why do bar waiters only show up when you least want them around? Offhandedly Jonah says, “Bring me whatever she’s having.”


    I don’t think he’s even looked at my glass. What if I had some ridiculous tropical drink, the kind of thing served in a pineapple with pink straws and paper umbrellas? The thought of someone as serious as Jonah sipping one of those makes me smile. Finally I’m able to relax a little—but not much.


    As soon as the waiter hurries off, Jonah turns to me. “What would it take to make you feel safe?”


    I like that he asked this. But how do I answer?


    Cut to the chase, I remind myself. Jonah’s blunt honesty is the only way to go. “I’d need you to wear condoms. Unless you want to show me your medical records.”


    Jonah nods. “I can get those for you. Can you show me test results too?”


    It hadn’t even occurred to me that Jonah also might be concerned about that. “Um. Yeah, sure.”


    “No rush,” he says. “I don’t mind wearing a condom at first. Makes it last longer.”


    My cheeks flush as I envision Jonah inside me, pounding me, going on and on and on without mercy—


    Jonah must know what I’m thinking, because he tilts his head as if he’s relishing the effect he has on me. He murmurs, “What else?”


    Another sip of wine steadies me enough to answer. “I wouldn’t want you to tie me up. Not the first time, anyway.”


    He smiles. “I like that you’re thinking about the future. I’ll have plenty of chances to give you what you want.”


    It hadn’t even occurred to me before today that Jonah might have been considering a onetime fling. Now that I think about it, that makes more sense than assuming we’d keep playing out this scenario. But I’ve wanted this too long, too much, to assume one night will be enough to get it out of my system. If Jonah’s the right partner for this fantasy, then we have a chance I don’t intend to waste.


    Already I sense that one taste of Jonah Marks won’t be enough.


    “Yes.” I meet his eyes evenly. “Assuming we decide we like it.”


    “I think we will.” My God, his smile right now—it’s hungry, and animal, and I know he’s imagining having me. This instant. The knowledge shakes me in the best possible way.


    The waiter shows up with Jonah’s wine. We both fall silent just as long as it takes for Jonah to accept the glass and toss the waiter a twenty. “No change.”


    This wine was only $10 a glass. The waiter brightens. Me, I’m glad I bought my own drink. I don’t want to owe anything to Jonah Marks. Yet.


    As soon as we’re alone again, Jonah says, “We should talk about what you don’t want the first time versus what you don’t want, ever. If we set the ground rules up front, it’s going to be better for both of us.”


    That makes sense. I’ve been thinking this through ever since he made his audacious offer, and by now I think I know what to say. That doesn’t make it easy to get the words out. “Well. Let’s see. I already said that I don’t want you to tie me up the first time, and I guess we worked out the safe-sex thing...”


    Jonah nods, a touch impatient. Although I never noticed him moving, he seems to have edged closer to me on the sofa. Our knees are nearly touching, now, and his gaze is locked on mine. My uncertainty is a turn-on for him, I realize. How could it be any other way?


    Knowing he feeds off my fear makes me even more nervous. It takes me a few seconds to continue. “Okay. Some things I don’t want you to do, ever—one, no weapons. If you have a knife or a gun or something, it’s not going to be hot for me. It’s going to scare me to death.”


    Jonah looks startled. He must never have considered that. “No weapons. Absolutely.”


    I count the next point off on my fingers. “Two, I realize I might get—banged around during all this, but please try not to actually injure me or cause me serious pain. I’m not a masochist; I don’t get off on that kind of thing.”


    “I’m not a sadist, so that works.”


    Maybe he’s not a sadist in the physical sense. Emotionally? He has to be. How can you dream about raping women and not enjoy hurting people, in soul if not in body? I guess if you don’t understand what that does to a woman—how badly rape screws with your head, the scars it leaves—you could imagine that your pleasure wouldn’t cause someone else lasting pain.


    For a moment I’m angry. I want to tell Jonah everything he doesn’t understand. Make him know how terrible it is.


    But I need him to be fucked up, don’t I? The only possible partner for these games is someone as bent as I am.


    “All right,” I say. “Third, you don’t film this. You don’t make an audio recording, and you don’t take photographs.”


    He looks disappointed. That’s something he wanted, then. “I’d never put anything like that online, or show it to anybody.”


    “I believe you, but stuff like that can fall into the wrong hands. Remember the scandal with all those movie stars last year? Some ‘revenge porn’ sites actually hack people’s computers and cell phones. They steal the images if they can.”


    This is when I learn what Jonah Marks looks like when he’s angry. His expression darkens, as do his gray eyes. His body tenses, like he wants to throw a punch but isn’t going to let the guy know when it’s coming. “Any man who would do that to a woman is scum.”


    I nod. It’s so strange, the division within him—how he can simultaneously hate men who take advantage of women and yet fantasize about being one of them. “So no recordings, no pictures?”


    He gives in gracefully. “None.”


    “Okay. Finally—this is my last not-ever thing, I think—” I glance around the bar to be sure nobody has wandered closer while I was distracted. Nobody has, but I lower my voice anyway. “Please don’t come on me.”


    Jonah blinks, as if he’s surprised. I guess he would be. We’re talking about getting as kinky as anyone can, yet I don’t want him to do something that ordinary.


    I don’t. I really, really don’t.


    At last he says, “Okay. I won’t.”


    If he’s not coming on me, he’ll come in me. I imagine him in my mouth. Suddenly I want to taste him so badly I nearly moan.


    I try to cover how flustered I am. “So. What about you? Do you have any limits I should know about?”


    The answer I expect is No. He’s going to be the one in control; what limits could he possibly need? Instead Jonah answers me immediately. “The main thing is that if we’re ever discovered—if someone thinks what’s happening is real and steps in or calls the police—you have to set them straight. I don’t care if you’re ashamed of this fantasy. You tell them the truth, no matter what.”


    “Of course. I would do that anyway.” I hadn’t even realized what a risk Jonah was taking. He studies my face carefully, and I know he’s trying to figure out whether I’m being honest about backing him up. More gently I add, “We have to trust each other or this doesn’t work.”


    “Right.” Jonah goes back to his points like he hadn’t paused. “I told you I wasn’t a sadist. Well, I’m not a masochist either. Sometimes I realize you might want to fight back—and I might like that. If you struggled.” The way he smiles at me makes me go hot all over. I shift on the sofa, and I can feel how slick I am between my thighs. “A few scratches, a slap, that’s fine. A black eye or broken arm I have to explain to people, that’s not fine.”


    “Got it.” Like I could take out Jonah Marks. If we ever fought for real, he’d have me down within seconds.


    He takes a deep breath. “Last thing, never call me Daddy.”


    I stare at him. It’s all I can do not to laugh.


    Obviously he sees my amusement. His scowl deepens. “Some women say that, in bed.”


    “I know.” I swallow the last of my smile.


    “If I ask you to talk, I’ll tell you what to call me. And you’ll say it.”


    The urge to laugh vanishes. In its place are other, more primal urges. I want this man to give me orders. I want him to tell me what to do.


    If Jonah accepted my weird limit, I can accept his. “‘Daddy’—that’s not one of my things. So we’re good.”


    “And for the first time only—” Jonah considers for a moment. “I want to tell you what to say.”


    “Do you mean, like, a script?”


    “No. I mean, I’ll tell you to shut up, and you’ll do it. You’ll only speak when I let you, and only say what I tell you to say. We can get more—improvisational, as we go on. But this time, I want that much control. Will you give it to me?”


    Again I feel that quiver in my belly, fear and wanting intertwined. “Yes, I will.” I’ve given him so much power over me already. A few words won’t make any difference.


    Jonah nods, satisfied. We have our ground rules.


    The waiter circles by again hopefully, but our wineglasses are still half full. I’ve held true to my plan not to drink too much tonight. Not only will I be driving home, but I also think it’s important to keep my head.


    Then again, I’m here making plans for a guy I hardly know to pretend to rape me. It could be argued I lost my head a while ago.


    “We’ll want a safe word,” Jonah says.


    I’ve heard of a safe word, of course, but I always thought it was strictly an S&M thing. It makes sense for us, though. We’re already talking about scenarios in which I might be physically fighting him off. Jonah needs to know what it would sound like if I said no for real. “Silver.”


    “Silver?”


    “That’s the safe word. Silver.” I chose it off the top of my head, but now I like it. “What do we do if I want you to stop, but I can’t talk?”


    Either because he has me gagged, or because his cock is in my mouth...


    “Then snap your fingers. You should always be able to do that.” Jonah smiles slowly. He knows he has me where he wants me. “Even in handcuffs.”


    I can’t speak. My breaths are short and fast between parted lips. Part of me is terrified by the thought of this man putting me in handcuffs. The other part of me wishes he’d do it this second. Cuff me, drag me out of here and do God knows what for hours—


    “Don’t worry. Like you said, I won’t use handcuffs the first time,” he murmurs. “Or ropes, or any other kind of restraints. I realize that’s something I’ll have to earn.”


    My voice is husky as I say, “I’d like it if we got there. Someday.”


    “Me too. As soon as you’re ready, but not before.” Jonah extends his arm along the back of the couch. He doesn’t put his arm around me. Instead he brushes the curve of my shoulder with his fingertips. The touch sets me on fire. “Anything else you don’t want when we get together the first time? Be specific. Because there are a lot of things I want to do to you. If I should avoid any of them, tell me now, so I don’t get my hopes up.”


    Once again I glance around; this is something else I don’t want overheard. “This time—um—no anal sex.”


    I blush from even having said that out loud.


    Jonah’s fingers stroke the curve of my shoulder again. “That’s a shame.”


    “Just not the first time or two. Okay? If this turns out to be too scary for me, too much, then I don’t want that to be a part of it.”


    He nods, comprehending. “You haven’t done that before, have you?”


    “No,” I whisper.


    “But you’d give it to me eventually? That gives me something to work for. Something else to earn.”


    In all honesty, I find the idea of anal sex intimidating. It’s not something I’ve ever wanted to do for my own sake. None of the guys I’ve dated had much interest in trying it, which was fine with me.


    Still, in my fantasies, it’s often there. A rapist wouldn’t care what I wanted or didn’t want. He’d make me take it.


    Just like Jonah eventually will.


    “Anything else?” Jonah says. When I shake my head no, he straightens, once again businesslike. “Friday night, then. Unless you have plans—you don’t? Good. Here’s what I want you to do. Go to a hotel; I’ll let you know which one. I will have paid for a room in your name. Check in. Get comfortable. Then, around eight P.M., go down to the hotel bar. Have a couple of drinks. A couple too many.” His eyes burn with intensity. He’s thought out every word of this. “I’ll be there. I’ll try to pick you up. But you’re not interested. When you walk out of the bar, I’ll follow you. At the door of your hotel room, you try to ditch me. I won’t let you.”


    It’s as though Jonah has looked down into the core of me and seen exactly what I want. “What then?”


    “That’s up to me.”


    Oh, God. If I could come just from hearing a man talk, that would have done it. Hearing Jonah make plans for my body has me more turned on than most guys’ foreplay ever has. “Up to you,” I repeat.


    “One last thing.” Jonah leans even nearer, so close I think he’s about to kiss me. Instead he murmurs, “How do I make you come?”


    My cheeks burn hot, as if we’d been overheard by everyone in the bar. “That should, um, take care of itself.” When he frowns, I have to explain. “Most women don’t get off just on penetration, but I can almost always get there.”


    Of course, I get there by fantasizing about being raped by a man, even while my partner is still inside me. When Jonah and I are together, that fantasy will turn real.


    “Perfect.” He smiles. “By the way, that night? Don’t wear clothes you’re interested in ever wearing again.”


    Before I can even fully envision Jonah tearing my clothes off, he stands up. I’m caught off guard. “Wait. You’re just—leaving?”


    “Unless we have anything else to discuss.” He tugs down the tail of his shirt—to cover his hard-on, I realize. Seeing how badly he wants me makes me want him back even more. Jonah, however, acts like he doesn’t give a damn. “If you have any more questions, ask now.”


    I know this is the furthest thing from a first date. I know we agreed that the less we found out about each other as individuals, the better the role-playing would be. But I didn’t realize he was cold enough to walk off like this.


    Then again, cold is what I need. Cold and unyielding.


    Yet one question is difficult to set aside. “Aren’t you going to tell me why you want this?”


    Jonah pauses, only for a moment. “Are you going to tell me why you want it?”


    No, I’m not.


    So I lift my chin. “Friday night at eight?”


    “Friday night.”


    He turns and walks away without once looking back.

  


  
    Seven


    “Earth to Vivienne.”


    I realize I’m still sitting at Arturo and Shay’s table, my half-finished dinner in front of me. Both of them are staring at me—half worried, half amused.


    “Sorry,” I say. “My graduate work is taking over my brain these days. Why not? It already took over my life.”


    The words come too quickly, too easily. That might be the only thing my mother ever taught me to her satisfaction: how to lie.


    Arturo rises from his chair. “Sounds like someone needs a beer.”


    “No, really, I’m fine.”


    “I’m not,” Shay chimes in. “Get me a ginger ale while you’re up, would you?”


    He sticks his tongue out at her, which makes her giggle, then goes to fetch her a can of Canada Dry.


    It is not yet Friday night, I remind myself. It is Thursday. The hotel and Jonah and everything else that happens tomorrow is for tomorrow. Today you’re with your friends. Act like it.


    Shay is so proud of this meal, too. I’m their first dinner guest in their new place—“trying to make a home of a rented house,” as the song says. She’s into comfort foods these days, learning to make old-fashioned, Grandma’s-house stuff like pot roast, pound cake, and tonight’s chicken pot pie. Apparently that’s a hipster thing, all the home-style recipes. This chicken pot pie is probably ironic. It’s also delicious, though, so yay for hipsters.


    We’re eating at a card table set up at the far end of the kitchen. Whatever money they have for furniture is going toward the nursery. For the rest of the house, Shay says they’ll decorate with Salvation Army and Goodwill stuff, or even dumpster diving. (That works better in a college town than it does most places. You wouldn’t believe the things that get thrown out by nineteen-year-olds who didn’t have to pay for it.) So far the house looks pretty bare.


    Yet this place already feels like a home. It’s illuminated by the way Arturo and Shay care for each other, the hopes they have for the future. I feel more comfortable here than I’ve felt in my parents’ house—my childhood home—for a very long time.


    I would say as much to Carmen, if she were here. Supposedly she has a bunch of test papers to grade. My guess is that she’s still not ready to see Shay as the “woman of the house,” but surely she’s going to get over that soon.


    “Are you sure you’re all right?” Shay pats my shoulder. “I think you’re pushing yourself. Not taking enough time to rest.”


    I try to put her at ease. “I’m in the heart of my research right now. It takes a lot of concentration.”


    Which is true. Which is why it’s not exactly helpful to spend virtually every waking moment thinking about getting banged by Jonah Marks.


    “I know you have to work hard,” Arturo says as he returns to the table, putting Shay’s ginger ale in front of her. “But that just means you have to play hard, too.”


    Did he just say—


    “Are you choking?” Shay thumps my back. “Gone down the wrong way, hasn’t it?”


    “I’m good,” I say, and I manage not to laugh.


    •••


    By Friday night, I don’t feel like laughing.


    Whenever I let my mind rush ahead to the hotel room, my whole body trembles with fear and anticipation. I don’t know which emotion is stronger. Right now I hardly know which way is up.


    I’ve taken a couple of fail-safe steps. Carmen and I have made plans to go to the farmer’s market tomorrow morning. If I don’t show up at her place by ten A.M., she’ll start looking for me immediately. I also scheduled an e-mail that will go out to her, Arturo, and Shay in three days, if I don’t delete it. The e-mail reads: If something has happened to me, the police should look for Jonah Marks.


    Of course I don’t think that’s going to be necessary. If I believed Jonah was definitely dangerous, I wouldn’t go to the hotel in the first place.


    ...but he’s a little dangerous. Enough for the fear to feel very real.


    Rush hour. I drive against the traffic into the heart of downtown Austin, to the tallest hotel in the city, which is usually peopled by visiting celebrities, wealthy tourists, or corporate clients. Jonah didn’t skimp. He’s arranged an exquisite locale for his first attack.


    “We have you for one night?” the check-in clerk says brightly.


    “Yes. Just one key.” How do I sound so calm? The role-playing has already begun.


    The room is luxurious in a sophisticated, minimalist sort of way—a broad bed with a white duvet and half a dozen pillows, a long desk of polished wood for the business guests, and soft mood lighting shining from sconces carefully placed on the cream-colored walls. It’s on one of the higher floors, and the windows look out over the cityscape. I admire the view while the sun sets, then close the curtains, so nobody can look in.


    Getting here three hours early was overkill. Although I try to watch TV, my mind refuses to focus on the lights and sounds in front of me. Finally I give up and start getting ready. Tonight I want to take my time with it—to carefully put myself together so Jonah can pull me apart.


    A long hot shower relaxes me slightly; the sugar scrub I brought softens my skin. I dry my hair upside down so that it will be bouncier and wilder than I usually wear it.


    I’d contemplated getting a bikini wax but ultimately decided against it. Better if I seem—unprepared. Still, I use the electric clippers to trim everything neatly. Then I step into a pair of white lace panties. No bra.


    For Christmas, my mother gave me this perfume she likes and I don’t. It’s one of those sultry, overpowering 1980s fragrances, the kind of thing that comes in a purple bottle. The scent might as well say fuck me out loud. Tonight is the first time I’ve ever worn it. I apply my makeup like my older sister Chloe taught me, the way I almost never bother with. Most days, powder, mascara, and tinted lip balm do the trick. Tonight, I go with a smoky eye and shimmery blush that contours my cheekbones. The lipstick I wear is dark glossy red.


    I bought this dress online last year, on impulse, goaded by the deep final-sale discount and the website’s red letters reading Only One Left! When it arrived, though, I realized it looked less glamorous, more trashy. The filmy, raspberry-colored fabric clings to every curve, and the hem barely covers my ass. Two slender straps hold it in place.


    Should be easy for Jonah to tear through those.


    Simple diamond stud earrings—anything dangly would just get in the way later. Finally I step into my silver strappy sandals. Done.


    I stand in front of the mirror, trying to see myself as Jonah will see me when he walks into the bar. Everything about me says sex. This is the kind of outfit that jackass rape apologists say means a woman is “asking for it.”


    Tonight, I actually am. I’m asking for it.


    In the hotel bar, I feel conspicuous. Certainly I stand out among the various travelers, most of whom are wearing dark, comfortable stuff that packs well. As I slide onto my bar stool, I have to cross my legs to keep from flashing the entire room. The bartender gives me an up-and-down look before saying, “What can I do for you?” Probably he thinks I’m a hooker searching for clients.


    “I’ll have a cosmopolitan, please.” Not my usual poison. It seems like the kind of thing a girl in a trashy pink dress would order.


    The bartender gets it to me quickly, just like he does the second one I order. I haven’t yet eaten dinner, so that’s more than enough to make my head swim. “Want another?” the bartender says.


    I start to shake my head no, but then a deep voice says, “She’ll have one more. On me.”


    Jonah is here.


    How did he get in without my seeing him? Then I realize I’ve been staring at the way I came in—the entrance for hotel guests—and he walked through the door from the street. He’s dressed more casually than I am, in black jeans and a long-sleeved white shirt, cuffs pushed up nearly to his elbow. Jonah doesn’t look like a guy who’s here to cruise for women. He looks ready for action. Ready for anything.


    Am I ready? Now that he’s here next to me, I don’t know. Yet I stay where I am.


    He’s going to try to pick me up. My job is to shoot him down.


    “One more cosmo for the lady?” the bartender asks, obviously giving me a chance to turn Jonah down. I don’t say anything.


    Jonah answers for me. “One more. And bring me a scotch and soda.”


    Once the bartender’s busy making our drinks, I speak to Jonah for the first time. “Thanks.”


    He slides onto the bar stool next to mine. “You’re visiting town?”


    I didn’t plan out a story for being here, so I keep it simple. “Just passing through.”


    “On your own?”


    “Mmm-hmm.” I turn my head from Jonah to accept my third cosmo. I don’t dare drink much of it, but I lift the glass, clink it against his tumbler of scotch, and say, “Cheers.”


    “Cheers.” Jonah’s gaze rakes up and down my body, like he’s already claiming me for his own.


    The bartender hurries off to deal with other guests, which leaves us alone.


    “Hard to believe, a beautiful woman like you alone on a Friday night,” Jonah murmurs.


    I shrug. One of the straps of my dress slides nearer the edge of my shoulder. “Happens to everybody, once in a while.”


    With two fingers, Jonah pushes the strap back into place. His touch is so hot it seems to burn. “You wouldn’t have to be alone any longer than you wanted.”


    “Sometimes we all need to be alone.”


    “I can think of something else you need.”


    Arousal and fear both spike within me at once. My head reels. “I’m doing just fine.”


    Jonah smirks. “You must get this a lot. Attention from men, guys trying to pick you up. I think you like it.”


    “Why would you think that?”


    “That dress doesn’t say ‘leave me alone.’” He looks down at my legs, exposed almost to my ass. “It gives a different message.”


    “The only message is—good night.” With that, I take my one sip of that last cosmo, then hop off the bar stool. Although the floor is slightly unsteady beneath my feet, I’m able to walk out smoothly, as if I’m paying no attention to Jonah behind me.


    But I can hear every footstep as he follows me out.


    My heart is pounding so hard that you can see it—the front of my dress rising and falling with my pulse. My cunt is so tight and hot that it almost hurts. This is it. This is really it.


    Then my brain suddenly wakes up and takes over, as if someone had thrown a glass of ice water in my face. Are you really doing this? This is dangerous. You hardly know this man. Do you realize how fast your fantasy could become a very ugly reality?


    I push the elevator button as Jonah comes to stand next to me. He smiles slowly. “Headed up to your room too, huh?”


    “Yeah.” Nervously I tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. We’re the only ones who get on the elevator. After I push sixteen, I glance at Jonah again. “Your room is on the sixteenth floor too?”


    “They’ve got lots of rooms on the sixteenth floor. Right?”


    I don’t answer.


    Silver. Say silver. End it here and now. Jonah might be pissed off, but he’d walk away. Wouldn’t he? If he didn’t, at least people would be around. I could yell and scream, and somebody would call hotel security. I could pay him back for the room. It’s not too late to stop this. It’s not too late.


    We reach the sixteenth floor. I fish my key card out of my glittery evening clutch as I go to the door. Jonah walks right behind me, saying nothing.


    I slide the key card in and out. The light turns green. As I open the door, Jonah leans against the wall just beside me. “Looks like you really are on your own.”


    It’s not too late—


    But it is. It’s been too late for me for a long time. This is who I am. This is what I want. It’s time to finally face it.


    “Excuse me.” I walk inside. As I’d expected, Jonah follows me. He shuts the door hard behind us, and we’re alone. I ought to protest. I should keep playing my role. Instead all I can do is stare at him, standing between me and escape.


    Jonah stands there for a long moment, breathing hard. He’s completely turned on—completely ready to claim me—and yet he says nothing. I realize he’s giving me one more chance to speak up. One last out.


    I don’t take it.


    “What are you doing?” I manage to whisper.


    He grins, slow and hot. “Taking what’s mine.”

  


  
    Eight


    Jonah backs me against the wall.


    “You like being a cocktease, don’t you?” He slams his hands on either side of me, so that I’m imprisoned by his arms. His muscular body is only inches from mine. “Dress like a whore, get guys to buy you drinks, and then leave them hanging. That’s your game. You’re not doing that to me.”


    “Please—” I can’t think of anything else to say. I’ve almost never been this scared, and I know I’ve never been this turned on.


    “Shut up,” Jonah says. His voice is quiet, contemptuous. “You don’t talk. There are better things you can do with that mouth.”


    This is what he wanted—my total silence, his total control. I surrender without a word.


    He grips my wrist. I can feel the pressure all the way through my flesh to my bones. A whimper escapes my lips; Jonah ignores it. He presses my palm against the erection that’s straining the fabric of his jeans, then rubs it up and down the length of his cock. His flesh is hot even through the denim. “Feel that? You did that. You got me hard, so now you have to get me off.”


    Oh, my God, he’s huge. Can I even take that inside me?


    He’s going to rip me apart. I ought to be scared. Instead I’m so wet it’s slicking my thighs.


    “Take it out,” Jonah says. “Take my cock out of my pants. Do it.”


    My hands shake as I fumble with the zipper, open the front of his boxers. His cock slips free, jutting into my palm. He’s thick, too.


    “Lick your lips. I want your lips wet when they’re on my cock.”


    My lips are still sweet from the cosmopolitans. As my tongue traces around my mouth, Jonah breathes out, hard, like I’d just punched him in the gut.


    One of his hands fists in my hair. I wince, but Jonah just smiles. He pulls me down by the hair until I fall to my knees. His enormous dick is in my face.


    He growls, “Open your goddamned mouth.”


    I have no choice. I have to obey.


    Jonah pushes forward. His girth forces me to open my jaw all the way; it’s all I can do even to get him inside my mouth. The velvety head is almost into my throat, and I feel like he could choke me like this. I can hardly breathe.


    “Suck it.”


    I try. He’s so huge that I can hardly use my tongue, but I bob my head back and forth, doing the best I can.


    “Look at me.” Jonah’s voice is low. “You look at my face when you suck my cock, do you hear me?”


    My eyes go up to his. He’s breathing hard and unbuttoning his shirt with his free hand. The white fabric falls aside, exposing the muscles of his powerful chest. His jaw is set, his lips curled in a mocking smile. The hand in my hair tightens further, until his grip borders on pain.


    “Harder. And use your fucking hands. Do me like you mean it.”


    I suck harder. Salty pre-come slicks the inside of my mouth, moistens my lips. With one hand I brace myself against his leg—his thigh muscles rock-hard. With the other I start working him, twisting my fist around him with every stroke, pumping his cock. I can feel every vein, every throb.


    “I’m teaching you a lesson,” he says. “You don’t dress like a whore and go to bars unless you want to get fucked.”


    Pre-come floods my mouth, and I think he’s going to finish any moment. Instead he pulls out, leaving me coughing and gasping for air. Jonah’s so hard it’s got to hurt—his cock swollen and dark—but he holds me there a few long seconds.


    He doesn’t want to come yet. That would be letting me off easy.


    “Pull your dress down,” he says. “I want to see those tits.”


    I tug down the front of my dress, just enough to expose my nipples. With his free hand he slaps at my breast. The impact stings, and I flinch.


    Jonah laughs. “You don’t like that? You’re going to get a lot more than that before I’m through with you.” He pushes his fingers between my lips, forcing them open again for his cock. “Now I’m going to fuck your mouth.”


    His other hand cups the back of my head, and he starts thrusting. I can’t suck; I can’t do anything but take it. He’s so big that this almost hurts—makes my jaw ache. His cock fills me all the way to my throat. I gag around him, but he just keeps going.


    “You’ll think twice before you tease the next guy, won’t you?” Jonah thrusts in harder as he tugs my hair. “Next time a guy treats you nice, you’ll know how to behave.”


    Just when I think I can’t take this one moment longer, he pulls out. As I gasp for breath, Jonah tows me upright by my hair. Once again I stand before him on shaky legs. My heavy makeup must be smeared all over my face.


    With one hand he palms my breast and squeezes so hard it makes me cry out. Then he reaches under my dress, into my panties. Jonah’s fingers push inside me, a touch meant to insult and bruise.


    “Thought you were too good to go to bed with me?” His smile has never looked fiercer. “Then you don’t get a fucking bed.”


    He pushes me backward so hard I nearly fall. I stagger against the desk, and Jonah shoves my shoulders down so that I’m splayed on top of it. The wood is hard against my back. Both of his hands grip the top of my dress, and he tears it almost in two. Pink fabric slides down on either side of my body, exposing me completely to his contemptuous gaze.


    It only takes one hand to rip my panties apart.


    Jonah works so quickly that I only realize he’s putting on the condom when he’s done. His hands shove my knees apart, and then the head of his cock bumps against my cunt. I realize he’s teasing me with it. Making me more afraid. Making me want it.


    He whispers, “This is what you get, bitch.” And then he thrusts inside, savagely hard.


    Oh, fuck. Fuck. He’s so big—enormous—he’s splitting me apart. The pain is greater than the pleasure, and I push ineffectually at his shoulders. Jonah just grabs my hands and pins them against the desk.


    Silver. The word floats up in my mind again, and I nearly say it. But that’s the moment when the pleasure eclipses the pain. Jonah’s cock feels so good inside me, filling me up completely, blotting out everything else in the world.


    He starts to move—slowly, at first. Still teasing me. My legs fall apart even wider; my whole body is giving in to him. Jonah owns me now.


    He’s speeding up, moment by moment. “You got what you deserved, didn’t you?” he pants. “Tell me.”


    “I—I got what I deserved.” My voice sounds dazed, drunk, like it’s not my own.


    “Thank me for teaching you a lesson.”


    “—thank you—”


    Jonah laughs. It’s a sound of triumph. Then he lets go.


    I cry out again as he starts pounding into me, hard and fast and brutal. The desk shakes beneath me with each thrust. My breasts jiggle back and forth, and he stares down at them with undisguised satisfaction. The slap of his body against mine is as loud as it is savage.


    The pressure and pleasure build inside me with every thrust. Every way Jonah’s hurting me, humiliating me, only makes it better. I push against his hands, not because I think I can get him to let me off the desk but because the fight turns me on even more.


    This. This is what I daydreamed about. What I’ve gotten myself off to for years. A man claiming me, using me like an animal, just like Jonah’s using me now. Pumping into me harder, and harder, and harder—


    A gasp, dizziness as everything else falls away, and then there’s nothing left of me but the orgasm that takes me over. I clench around him, arching up involuntarily into his thrusts, as the world goes black.


    It’s never been this good. Never. Jonah Marks just made me come harder than I ever have in my life.


    As I slump back onto the desk, reeling from pleasure, Jonah starts going even faster—so fast no man could hold back for long, and he doesn’t. In moments he’s shouting out, his eyes tightly shut, as his fingers dig into the soft flesh of my arms. His skin is as heated and sweaty as mine. He thrusts one more time, so deeply that he’s buried in me, then goes still.


    For a few seconds we stay like that, breathing hard and barely able to move. Finally Jonah pulls out of me, tugs me up from the desk, and tosses me onto the bed. Like I’m something he’s done with and throwing away. I hear him sit down heavily in the desk chair, but I don’t turn to face him. I just lie there sprawled across the covers, completely wrecked.


    Always, I believed that if I ever acted out my rape fantasy the way I wanted, this would be the moment where I started to regret it. My pride would return. I wouldn’t be able to believe I’d abased myself like this, that I’d let a man treat me like a possession he owned. No matter how good the sex had or hadn’t been, I thought, afterward I’d be so ashamed it wouldn’t be worth it.


    I don’t feel ashamed. Not at all. Even sore and bruised as I am, I’ve never felt better. Jonah is exactly what I always wanted.


    “Hey,” Jonah says. He’s himself again. Role-playing over. “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah.” I manage to roll over to face him. The remnants of my dress don’t cover my body at all, and I feel strangely shy in front of the man who just fucked me senseless.


    I understand the impulse. In some ways, we’ve just seen each other for the first time.


    “You’re sure?” He leans forward, though he’s careful not to come too close. Jonah is as sensitive to me now as he was brutal a few minutes before. I nod, and he frowns. “But you’re shaking.”


    “—I can’t help it.”


    He gets up from the chair. Jonah’s still mostly dressed—his shirt flaps loose on either side of that perfectly defined chest, and once he’s ditched the condom he tucks himself back into his boxers, zips his jeans. I can only lie there, boneless and exhausted, as I hear water running in the bathroom. Then Jonah emerges with a glass in one hand and one of the hotel bathrobes in the other.


    “Come on,” he murmurs as he helps me sit up. He holds the tumbler for me as I take a drink of water, then sets it by my bedside. With gentle hands he pushes the rags of my dress off my shoulders and drapes me in the soft white robe.


    I never thought Jonah could be this caring.


    He brushes a stray lock of my hair from my cheek. “Was that what you wanted?”


    “Yeah.” For the first time in my entire sex life, I don’t have to lie. “That was exactly what I needed. Like you read my mind. What about you?”


    “You were perfect.”


    His gray eyes meet mine. He doesn’t smile, but his expression somehow gentles. Jonah leans forward. I tilt my head to meet his lips in a kiss.


    This is nothing like the searing, almost punishing kiss he gave me at the party. This is soft, even tender. He kisses me as though I were something fragile and precious, only moments after he treated me like a whore.


    I will never understand the contradictions of this man.


    Then he pulls back, and just like that, he’s cool again. He gets to his feet and begins buttoning up his shirt. It’s as if he has an appointment later.


    “Are you staying in the room tonight, or do I need to get you a cab home?” Jonah’s voice is businesslike. Crisp.


    I try to act casual. “I’m staying.”


    “You had a few drinks at the bar. You should eat something. Feel free to charge dinner to room service.”


    “I thought the guy usually bought dinner before the sex.”


    If Jonah hears my joke, he doesn’t acknowledge it. He tucks in his shirt and glances in the mirror to check his hair. Some of my lipstick is smeared across his cheek. My torn panties lie crumpled on the desk; he uses the white fabric to wipe the lipstick away.


    I feel stung. But why? Jonah and I agreed—the less we knew about each other, the hotter the sex would be. So far it’s been scorching; that means we must have been on to something. He’s playing this cool, and I should as well.


    “Thanks,” I say as I fold the robe more closely around me and burrow back into the pillows. “I enjoyed this.”


    Jonah looks back at me then, and he’s not quite as stiff as he was a moment before. “I did too.”


    My body is still weak, but I have to ask, “Does this mean we’ll get together again?”


    “You can’t get enough, can you?” He pauses for only a moment. “I’ll be in touch.”


    With that, he’s out the door. I’m alone with my torn dress, my sore body, and the aftermath of the most exhilarating rush I’ve ever known.


    •••


    The weekend I thought would be filled with regrets is instead the best I’ve had in a long, long time. Room service delivers an excellent steak that night and an even better omelet the next morning. I drive home to my house singing along to the radio. After I’ve thrown away the ruined dress and underwear and deleted those “fail-safe” e-mails unsent, I meet Carmen at the farmer’s market. She notices nothing but a small bruise on my arm that I write off to an accident in my art studio. That afternoon and evening, I’m even able to get some work done on my thesis. The distracting fever dreams of Jonah’s hands on my body—for now, at least, they’re at low tide. I’m completely sated, totally satisfied.


    Sunday afternoon, Shay and I go to the movies. The comedy turns out to be fairly stupid, but I giggle helplessly at every dumb joke. “What’s gotten into you?” she teases as we toss our popcorn box away at the end.


    “Nothing.” I shrug. My smile must look incredibly smug, but I can’t help myself. “Just in a good mood today, that’s all.” Having the best sex of your life will do that.


    The intensity of the pleasure I had with Jonah buoys me up. Even more important, though—I faced down my demons. I claimed what I really wanted. All these years I thought that fantasy would burn me. Instead I walked through the fire unscathed.


    Take that, Anthony. You don’t own me anymore.


    But I try not to think too much about Anthony Whedon. He doesn’t get to ruin one more day of my life.


    On Monday morning, I’m still sore. I don’t even care. Already I want to know when Jonah and I can play out our roles again.


    “Look at you,” Kip says when I walk into the department office. “What’s got you so aglow?”


    How is he so perceptive? It’s like a superpower. I try to act nonchalant. “I went to the day spa. Had a facial.”


    “Likely story.” Kip’s phone rings, saving me from further questions.


    I dart into my office and quickly type an e-mail to Jonah.


    Subject line: Take Two.


    Body: Should we talk sometime soon? Work out another night?


    Only a split second after I hit send, my inbox chimes with a new e-mail. The bolded subject line is Out of Office Notification. Frowning, I click on it. The automatic reply text reads:


    Dr. Jonah Marks is currently away from the office and will not be checking e-mail. Any questions should be directed to the earth sciences department.


    Luckily there’s a phone number for a secretary’s direct line. I wouldn’t want to call the office and get Shay. The less any of my friends know about my connection to Jonah, the better.


    I hesitate one moment before dialing. Jonah did say he’d get in touch with me—which might mean he wants to make the next move. At this point, though, what’s the point of being coy? Finally I decide I’ll just find out when he’s going to be back, whether it’s tomorrow or three days from now, whatever. That way I won’t drive myself crazy wondering if he’s about to contact me. He can take charge when he returns. I smile, thinking about how good he is at taking charge.


    Then my smile fades as the earth sciences secretary says, “Dr. Marks won’t be returning to the university for some time. Can another professor assist you?”


    “What do you mean, ‘some time’?”


    “Several weeks, I should think.”


    Weeks? Before I can catch myself, I blurt out, “He didn’t say anything about being gone for weeks.”


    “He only alerted the department this morning.”


    So, a day or two after we acted out the most intimate sexual fantasy imaginable, Jonah got the hell out of town. He walked away from the university—away from his job—away from me.


    I thought I’d found the perfect arrangement. The perfect sex partner. Instead I’ve been blown off and left behind.

  


  
    Nine


    The first couple of days, I can’t fully believe it. I keep opening the e-mail with his out-of-office message, like I think it will say something different this time. It just seems impossible. How do you share something that intimate—demand that level of trust—and then walk off without even a word?


    I don’t let people in much. Seems like Jonah doesn’t either. So I would have thought that what we shared—a connection, no matter how fucked up it is—I would’ve thought it would matter more to him.


    Apparently not.


    By the end of the week, I’m moody. Angry. For long hours I sit in my cramped office, grading papers without mercy, bearing down so hard with the red pen that occasionally I scratch through the paper. Nobody says anything to me about it, but Marvin and Keiko seem to give me more space in there than usual, and one afternoon Kip brings me a macchiato, placing it on my desk without a word.


    Carmen calls, tempting me with a night of Tex-Mex and beer, but I tell her I don’t feel like going out. I give the same answer to Shay and Arturo when they ask me over for a movie night, and to Geordie when he tries to get me to accompany him to a wine tasting at Apothecary. For now I want the peace and quiet of my house. I want my walls around me, lined with books I can escape into, and no reminders whatsoever of Jonah Marks.


    The following Monday, Doreen has returned from Florida, and it’s time for me to face the music—in therapy terms. I don’t hide things from Doreen; what would be the point of going to a counselor if I did? Although I don’t describe the sex in detail, I go through everything else: Jonah’s audacious offer, our erotic negotiation, and the night itself. Doreen must be in shock, because she keeps saying, “I see,” over and over, which is how psychologists bunt. I have a feeling we’ll be unpacking this for a while.


    Two weeks after my night with Jonah, it all changes. The emotion I least wanted to feel creeps in, takes over.


    Shame.


    I let a near stranger pretend to rape me. I play-acted something so horrifying, so violent, that it ruins people’s lives; I ought to know. Jonah came to me with the most indecent proposal of all, yet within a week I was in a hotel room, at his mercy.


    A connection—is that what I thought we had? Now our encounter seems like nothing more than a sick joke. Maybe that’s Jonah’s game. He figures out what women want, whatever fantasy they’re into, and uses it to get some no-strings sex. Then he walks off, looking for his next target.


    (It’s hard for me to really believe that. Whatever else Jonah might be, I don’t think he’s a player. But I don’t trust my judgment these days.)


    Besides, as outrageous as Jonah’s behavior might be, as angry as I am with him.... I’m angrier with myself. For someone who’s spent a lot of her life being guarded, I folded pretty fast when the right temptation came along. And that temptation is repellent. Wrong. I should have kept fighting it instead of instantly surrendering.


    Every memory I have of that night with Jonah changes within my mind. At first it seemed so perfect. So liberating. So fucking hot.


    Now I can only think I made a fool of myself.


    About three weeks afterward, I finally decide to stop moping. Back to reality. I pick up an extra macchiato for Kip one morning, to return the favor. “I see your evil twin has finally left the premises,” he says between sips.


    “Yeah, she has a time-share in the Florida Keys. She tries to make the most of it.”


    “Good riddance.” He smiles. “Welcome back, darling.”


    And maybe it’s just that simple. I walk on, and I hold my head high. Nobody except me, Jonah, and Doreen will ever know what happened that night, so I can pretend it was just a really disturbing wet dream. Things would be easier that way.


    Saturday night, I even go out.


    “Oh, come on. It’s almost sunset,” Geordie says as he glances out at the bridge. “When are they going to get started?”


    “Patience,” Carmen says between sips of her wine. We’re sitting on the grassy bank of the lake, a bottle of wine in the open ice chest at the center of our blanket—the perfect vantage point for the best free show in town. It always begins around the time darkness falls, but there’s no predicting the exact moment.


    My wineglass is cool against my palm; the sauvignon blanc gleams the color of candlelight. I’m wearing gray leggings, a long boho top, and more jewelry than I usually bother with. It feels like a special occasion, not that I can explain why to Carmen and Geordie. But I don’t have to explain. I can simply enjoy the moment.


    “So, how was your meeting with Dr. Ji?” I ask Carmen. The graduate program in mathematics is dramatically different from the art department—understandably—and I still don’t quite get how it works. All I know is, Dr. Ji has a lot of say over whether Carmen gets to go on for her PhD.


    She folds her arms in front of her, and her fingers tug at the sleeve of her peasant blouse. When Carmen fiddles with her clothes, it’s a sure sign she’s nervous. “Okay, I guess. He’s so hard to read.”


    “But your paper is solid.” Not that I’m a great judge of higher mathematics. Still, I know Carmen—how thorough she is, how bright. There’s no way she would ever turn in anything less than top-notch.


    “The work has to be more than solid,” Carmen says. “It has to be brilliant.”


    “It’s not like you’ve got to win a Fields Medal to get your PhD,” Geordie says. When Carmen gives him a look, he laughs. “Yes, some of us math civilians know what the Fields Medal is.”


    I have no idea what that is, but it doesn’t matter. “Come on,” I say to her. “You’ve got this. You always do.”


    Carmen hesitates. In that moment, Geordie gulps down his wine and points to the bridge. “Here they go!”


    At first we only see a couple of black shapes fluttering upward. Then a few more. Then a dozen. And then an enormous wave, dark, chaotic, and swirling like a tornado rising from the river—a hundred feet high at least, and spiraling outward, wider every second.


    Geordie lifts his glass. “To the bats.”


    “To the bats,” Carmen and I repeat, and we clink our plastic wineglasses together.


    Years ago, when the bridge across Lake Austin was built, nobody realized that something about it would really, really appeal to bats. Now we have one of the largest bat colonies in the world. Sometimes their nighttime rush from the bridge results in guano raining down on the unwary. (We’re sitting beneath a shady, broad-leafed tree for a reason.) But everybody loves the bats anyway. For one, they eat the mosquitoes that would otherwise bite all summer, which is definitely a public service. Mostly, though, they’re just an essential part of the overall bizarreness of this town—one more reason our unofficial slogan is “Keep Austin Weird.”


    I always wish I could show Libby the bats. She would love that. But that would require a family visit to Austin, which means it’s probably never going to happen.


    The bats disperse for the evening’s hunt. Geordie tells us a funny story about some court case where a house was somehow declared haunted as a matter of law. By the time I’ve finished my glass of wine, this actually feels like a good night.


    “Thanks for the lift home. I know it’s a hassle. Tell me, does anyone remember why I decided to live across the lake?” Geordie says as we head out onto the sidewalk.


    “Oh, come on, it’s not that bad,” I say. My keys are in my palm, and I’m grateful that I’m the one driving. One glass of wine followed by dinner, and I’m okay to get behind the wheel. Geordie had three glasses, and he’s weaving on his feet. “This time of day, I can get you guys home in...”


    I’m parked in front of the bank. As we walk toward my car, someone steps out after a night run to the ATM.


    And it’s Jonah Marks.


    “... half an hour,” I finish, without thinking. It’s like my voice has decided to operate independently of my brain.


    He’s wearing jeans that hug his ass, outline his powerful thighs. His white T-shirt is cut in a deep V down his chest. Every ridge of his muscles shows through, reminding me of how powerful he is. How I turned myself over to him, completely.


    I stop in my tracks. Geordie bumps into me from behind. He laughs and says something I don’t even hear. At the sound, Jonah turns his head and sees me too.


    He smiles. He smiles at me, like nothing ever happened. As if he’s glad to see me.


    But only for an instant.


    I don’t smile back. Jonah stiffens. His gray eyes turn stormy, and he turns away, stalking past us without a word.


    “Earth to Vivienne,” Geordie laughs. “Are you all right?”


    “... yeah. I’m fine.”


    “Are you sure you should drive?” Carmen gives me a worried look, then glances after Jonah. “Isn’t that the professor Shay invited to my party?”


    No way am I answering that question. “I’m fine. Let’s go, okay?” I want to get as far away from this place—from Jonah—as possible.


    •••


    “How could he act like nothing happened? I mean, was it that meaningless to him? That irrelevant?”


    Doreen puts her hands up in the time-out sign. “I want you to take a deep breath, okay? Pause. Just for a moment.”


    I realize I haven’t stopped ranting since my session began fifteen minutes ago. My cheeks are hot with pent-up anger and embarrassment. So I force myself to lean back on the sofa. Relaxing is out of the question, but at least I can calm myself.


    When I know I can speak more rationally, I say, “I know you don’t approve of what I did with Jonah. You probably think I deserve this. Getting blown off.”


    “Hey.” She leans forward. The tagua-nut necklace she wears dangles from her neck, turquoise and brown. “It’s not my place to approve or disapprove of your life. You get to make your own choices, Vivienne. All I do is try to help you see things clear.”


    “I let a near-stranger pretend to rape me. You can’t tell me that’s not fucked up.”


    “Honey, I spend all day, every day, listening to fucked-up. You’re not even in my top ten. All right?”


    I laugh despite myself. Although I suspect Doreen is lying—rape role-play with a guy who’s practically a stranger has to make the top five, at least—I realize that she’s telling me to stop beating myself up.


    The worst part of the past three weeks hasn’t been Jonah’s rejection. It’s been my own self-loathing. Maybe that’s what Doreen is trying to get me to see.


    She says, “It upset you, seeing him.”


    “Yeah.”


    “But you’ve been at UT for years without ever running into him before. So there’s no reason to assume this is going to be a problem, going forward.”


    Now that I think of it, Jonah and I must have crossed paths several times before we met. Maybe we walked by each other on campus, or went to Whole Foods on the same afternoon. Although it’s hard to believe I wouldn’t have noticed a guy like Jonah anytime, anywhere, maybe I’m wrong.


    Maybe I’m going to see him all the time from now on.


    “I want to talk to him again,” I say.


    “What do you want to tell him?”


    “I just want to ask why.”


    “In my experience, the answers to questions like that usually fail to satisfy.”


    Jonah could say that he didn’t want me enough to do this again. That I disappointed him that night. Or he could have met someone else, somebody he wants more than me. But I keep thinking of the look in his eyes when he first recognized me. I keep thinking about his smile.


    And about the way he laughed that night, as he thrust deeper inside me. The way he claimed me.


    “There are valid reasons he could have gone off the grid,” I say. This is the first time I’ve admitted this to myself; as usual, Doreen gets me to see the truth. “I worried that the fantasy would be... too intense, too much. It wasn’t for me, but it might have been for him.”


    The dark, powerful figure he became that night—how he dominated me so brutally—that could have frightened Jonah. Maybe he’s scared that’s the person he really is, down deep.


    I ought to be scared of that too.


    “He may have his own limits,” Doreen agrees. “Isn’t it possible that what you’re seeing is his reaction to the fantasy, and its place in his life, rather than his reaction to you?”


    I nod, because I know that could be true. Still, though, I feel sure that’s not the whole story.


    Something else is going on in Jonah’s head. Something I haven’t even guessed at. And I want to know.


    •••


    In the afternoon, I head onto campus. The undergrads have an essay due on Wednesday, which means my inbox is due to swell with requests for extensions, not to mention the reported deaths of a statistically unlikely number of grandmothers. As I walk in, Kip is on the phone, bartering what sounds like a deal to get our department a new copier. He gives me a wave—complete with blueberry-colored fingernails—which I return before going into my cramped little office. At least I’ve got it to myself for a while. I sign in to my university e-mail to see some of the expected excuses, a couple of campus announcements—


    —and an e-mail from Jonah.


    The subject line reads Re: Take Two.


    He’s answering the e-mail I sent three weeks ago, like nothing ever happened.


    His reply contains only two words: What changed?


    Between my sending this e-mail and our encounter Saturday—that’s what he means. I know that much. But I don’t understand anything else.


    I know what Doreen would tell me to do. What Carmen or Shay would tell me to do, if I’d confided in either of them about this. Any sane, rational person would say, Write back, tell him you’ve thought better of it, and leave it there.


    Walk away.


    My fingers tap out the message on the keyboard, and I hit send before I can think better of it. My reply: We need to talk.


    I don’t know what happens next. But I’m going to see Jonah Marks again.

  


  
    Ten


    Three days later, just after sundown, I’m back in the same wine bar where Jonah and I first met for “negotiations.” I guess this is round two.


    Tonight, however, the bar is less sultry, more rowdy. This is a home-game weekend, which means Longhorns football fans and UT alumni are already swarming into town. I didn’t put on anything special this time—I’m wearing the same fawn-colored cotton dress I put on this morning. Yet I feel overdressed anyway, because I’m surrounded by a sea of orange T-shirts and football jerseys. It’s like being trapped in a can of Fanta.


    Somehow I know the moment Jonah walks in. I turn my head toward him even before he’s fully through the door. His shirt and jeans are black, his gaze sharp as he instantly focuses on me. He doesn’t smile as he comes closer, cutting through this raucous crowd like a knife.


    “We can’t talk like this,” he says as he reaches me.


    “Hello to you too.”


    But Jonah’s right. Having an intimate conversation here is impossible. We’d have to shout to hear each other. Bad idea. “I think this place has a patio in back.”


    It does. Of course, the patio is crowded too—but it’s not as awful, and at least here the talking and laughter around us isn’t deafening. I can even hear soft Spanish guitar music playing. The heat that lingers even after nightfall curls around me; my skin is already moist, and strands of hair that have escaped my ponytail stick to the nape of my neck.


    Jonah reaches toward me, like he’s going to take me by the arm, but I don’t let him lead me. It’s not like I don’t see where we’re headed—the one empty corner. Strings of multicolored lights overhead sway in the breeze as we walk there together, to a small dark passage near the back door that leads into the alley. When I stop, Jonah does too, still a few steps between us.


    “Let me repeat my question,” he says. “What changed?”


    “You took off without a word! That’s what changed. How is that not obvious?”


    I can see the muscles tense in his shoulders, his jaw. He’s so built, so aggressively masculine, that I first think he’s barely holding himself back from biting my head off. Yet his voice is steady, not angry. “I wasn’t aware we had to check in with each other about our daily schedule.”


    “I didn’t ask for hourly reports. You left for weeks, and you never even told me you were going anywhere.”


    “The point was to remain strangers. Wasn’t it? To keep it... raw.”


    Something about the way he says that—raw—makes my breath catch in my chest. As angry as I am with Jonah, I can’t forget the way his touch makes me feel.


    I can’t stop wanting him.


    Jonah must sense my weakness. A slow smile begins to dawn on his face. Almost a smirk. “You can have neat, tidy, and safe. You can have tame. Or you can have what you really want. But you can’t have both, Vivienne. And I think we both know which one you’re going to choose.”


    Somehow I still have a scrap of pride left. “Where were you, that you couldn’t send an e-mail or text or make a phone call even once in three weeks?”


    “Antarctica.”


    Smart-ass. I could slap him. Then I realize—he’s serious. Completely.


    I repeat, “Antarctica?”


    “Yes.” Then his expression softens slightly, becomes less savage, more... human. “Well, Patagonia mostly. I was based in Punta Arenas, Chile. But from there I was able to charter a plane south for some flyover photography.”


    “Of Antarctica.”


    Jonah smiles, and it’s not a smirk this time. “We discovered a dormant volcano beneath the Antarctic ice sheet a couple of years ago. I’m a research professor—I only teach a class once every two years or so. Mostly I analyze findings from all around the world, and sometimes I collect data myself. Like any other scientist. My data happens to be found near fault lines and volcanoes.”


    The one place in the entire world that’s completely off the grid: That’s where he was. I tuck another loose strand of hair behind my ear. “I have to admit, that’s... a pretty solid excuse.”


    He leans against the nearby brick wall as he studies me. After a long moment he says, “I should have let you know.”


    “No, no, you’re right. I’m not your girlfriend; you’re not my boyfriend. You don’t owe me explanations.”


    “No, I don’t. But I owe it to you to protect you. After that night, you were vulnerable. I should’ve realized.”


    Just like that, Jonah’s no longer the remote figure I imagined rejecting me with contempt. He’s once again the man who asked how to make me feel safe, the one who brought me a glass of water afterward and kissed me as tenderly as any man ever has. I say, “You didn’t abuse my trust. We had—a failure of communication.”


    “We’ll have to do better,” Jonah says. The smirk returns. “Besides, I had no idea you’d want to go again so soon. That e-mail came not even seventy-two hours after I left you.”


    The wounds to my pride are still healing, so I’m not going to let him get away with that so easily. I lift my chin. “Didn’t you want it too?”


    He laughs, low and rough. It’s just the way he laughed when he was inside me, glorying in having thrown me down. Wetness wells between my legs, and I want him to touch me so badly it makes me weak.


    “I thought about you every night,” Jonah murmurs. “Most of the days. I dream about tearing that dress off your body. When I close my eyes I see you the way you were afterward. Wrecked. And what I want more than anything else is to wreck you all over again.”


    So much for Jonah “having limits.”


    Maybe I should feel powerful at this moment, when I realize that I affect him as much as he intoxicates me. Instead it’s all I can do to keep from trembling. I brace my hand against the fence behind me, the one that marks the boundary between this loud, brightly lit place and the darker alleys of the city beyond.


    This is when a particularly enterprising member of the waitstaff appears. “What will you two be having tonight?”


    “Whatever the lady wants.” Jonah’s eyes meet mine as he smiles. “It’s up to her.”


    Not fair, Jonah. I manage to answer, “We’re still making up our minds.”


    Within another second we’re alone again, and Jonah raises an eyebrow. “That just means he’s going to come back.”


    “If I told him we weren’t drinking tonight, he’d have asked us to leave.” Sometimes it’s hard to remember this is actually a place of business, not just a venue for indecent proposals.


    “Maybe we should leave,” Jonah murmurs. “Don’t we have better things to do?”


    Tonight? Now? He can’t mean that. We’re supposed to plan these nights in advance. Sane and safe.


    But what’s happening between us—that’s not safe at all.


    “We—we can’t,” I manage to say. “I want us to choose a night, a time, but not now—”


    “What if I made it now?”


    Jonah steps forward. With one hand he grips my chin, holding my face still as he leans closer. He’s so tall that he seems to loom over me; the rest of the noise around us seems to fade away.


    Yet as his eyes meet mine, I know... if I say the word silver, this will end in an instant.


    I don’t say it.


    “I could back you into that alleyway,” he whispers. “Just a few feet away. Five steps and we’d be in the dark, where nobody could see you, and nobody could stop me.”


    “I’d scream.”


    Jonah’s eyes darken. He likes it when I play along. “I wouldn’t let you,” he says, as two of his fingers slide up to cover my lips. “I could cover your mouth while I pinned you against the wall. That would leave me one hand free. So I could reach up under that little dress of yours. Pull your panties down.”


    I’m completely caught in the spell he’s weaving with his words. The low tone of his voice is like a hypnotic, drugging me. “I’d be so scared,” I whisper. My lips brush against his fingers. “Too scared to scream, or to fight.”


    He breathes out sharply, as though I’d struck him. So dirty talk turns him on too. “I’d be able to get my cock out. It’s already so hard for you. All I’d have to do is push your thighs apart—lift one leg up—”


    “I couldn’t stop you.”


    “But you’d push back.”


    “I would. But I wouldn’t be strong enough to get away. I’d be helpless.”


    “And you’d be pushing against me the whole time I fucked you.”


    “Yes.”


    By now I’m dizzy. If Jonah pulls me into that alley for real, I don’t care about the nearby crowd. I don’t care how shameless it would be. I’m his.


    Instead, though, Jonah slowly leans back and takes a deep breath. His knowing smile returns. “We’ll choose a night sometime soon. Extremely soon.”


    He got me this keyed up and he’s just walking away? I can see—just from the quickest downward glance—Jonah’s as aroused as I am, so much it’s indecent for him to be seen in public. “We—you and I aren’t going to—”


    Jonah shakes his head. “Not tonight.”


    “Oh, you son of a bitch.” But I smile as I say it.


    “It’s a treat for you.” He untucks his shirt. That’s twice I’ve made him hide his erection in public. I should start putting notches on my lipstick case à la Pat Benatar. “I put you through three weeks of unnecessary confusion. So I’m making it up to you with a few days of suspense.”


    Suspense as a treat? Yes. Now that I know how good Jonah and I are together, the anticipation will drive me crazy.


    (My shame has faded to a shadow next to Jonah, but it’s still there. Waiting.)


    The waiter reappears, eyebrows raised, eager to hear our drink orders. I want to wave him off again, but Jonah says, “A glass of pinot noir for the lady.” He drops a twenty on the waiter’s tray, and instantly the guy disappears, leaving us alone once more.


    “Thanks,” I say. “But aren’t you getting anything?” I could remain here all night listening to him talk dirty.


    Instead Jonah says, “I have to go.”


    “Are you kidding?”


    “Nope.”


    I want to ask why he’s going, and I sense Jonah might tell me, but that’s one step over the line. We need to be totally open about our expectations and our limits. Our lives? Those, we don’t share. Otherwise we’ll stop being strangers. The fantasy will stop being what we wanted it to be. It would become...


    I don’t know what it would become, and I don’t want to know. This is the arrangement, and we’re sticking to it.


    “So you’ll pick the night?” I say.


    Jonah nods. “And this time you get to pick the setting. The mood. When I call you, you tell me what you want. Be clear. Because once we meet each other—”


    “—you’re back in control. Completely.”


    Slowly he lifts his hand to my mouth. His thumb brushes the corner of my lips. Then he pulls back. “Good-bye, Vivienne.”


    After he walks away, I walk back into the noise and the hubbub of the bar to find the nearest empty chair. My heart is still racing, and I hardly trust myself to remain on my feet. How could I have gone from suspicion and hurt to exhilaration so quickly? But Jonah took me there.


    Jonah takes me so many interesting places, I think, and I laugh to myself.


    By now the sky overhead is dark, and the heat has faded to pleasant warmth. The waiter manages to find me; the red wine Jonah chose for me tastes earthy and rich. I indulge myself by hanging out on the patio for thirty minutes or so, drinking about half my glass. Once a guy comes over in hopes of hitting on me, but I wave him off. Happily he’s a gentleman who can take no for an answer. All I want is to sit here luxuriating in the memories of Jonah’s touch, and his words. In the promise of what’s to come.


    My phone buzzes from within my purse. Who would be texting me? Maybe it’s Jonah, determined to keep me hot and bothered all night long. I bet he’s as good at sexting as he is at everything else.


    A sly smile spreads across my face as I fish out my phone. Turns out it’s not a text, just a voice mail. The name of the sender glows on the screen. My smile fades.


    All the shame comes flooding back.

  


  
    Eleven


    “Not answering. How surprising.” Chloe’s voice is sharp, precise. Her words could cut diamonds. “I saw Liz at Art for Art’s Sake. Imagine my surprise when she said you’d spent the weekend at her house not two months ago.”


    I grimace. Liz usually covers for me; my sister must have caught her off-guard.


    Chloe’s voice mail continues. “You know, I can’t ask you to be a better daughter, or even a better sister, as apparently that holds no interest for you. But I wish you could be a better aunt. Libby loves her Aunt Vivienne, and she asks after you all the time. Colors for you, and makes me send them to you, even though I’m sure you just toss them in the trash. Maybe you don’t understand children’s feelings, since you don’t have any of your own. But if you cared at all, you’d at least try to see your niece when you were in town.”


    My fridge is covered with Libby’s drawings. I’ve kept every single one. Her photo smiles out from the picture frame beside my bed. On my last birthday, Libby called and sang to me on my voice mail, and I’ve never deleted that message. I play it when I’m feeling blue.


    But I didn’t go see her when I was in New Orleans in August. Seeing Libby means seeing the rest of my family.


    “I’m giving you an ultimatum,” Chloe says. “We expect to see you at Thanksgiving. My house, I’m cooking. All you have to do is show up. Do you think you could manage that much?” After a moment of silence, she adds, “No need to return this call. Come home for Thanksgiving, and we’ll pretend this never happened. Don’t, and as far as I’m concerned, my daughter doesn’t have an aunt any longer. Because I’m not making excuses for you to Libby, not even one more time. If she asks where you are, I’ll have to come up with something else to tell her. Not the truth, of course. That would be too hurtful. Just something that makes it clear Aunt Vivienne’s not going to be around any longer. I’ll see you in November.”


    She would have been so happy when the call went directly to voice mail. Instead of having an honest discussion, she got to issue a command: Thanksgiving or else. Chloe prefers to be confrontational in monologue. Face to face, or even voice to voice? Forget it. Everyone in my family is a master of the veiled threat, the cruel hint, the passive-aggressive twist of the knife that’s deadlier than any stab.


    I’ve spent the last five years or so learning how to deal with people in a more direct way. A healthier way. I’m getting better at it. But when it comes to my parents or my sister, it’s like all that progress instantly collapses. Whenever I’m with them, within minutes, I sink into the sullen dysfunction that defines the Charles family.


    Libby deserves better than that. Better than our dishonesty, better than my neglect.


    Worst of all—beneath Chloe’s anger, beyond the chill in her voice, I hear genuine hurt. Chloe and I got along well, growing up. She was five years older than me, and I thought she was the most sophisticated, glamorous person in the world. We sat on the bathroom vanity while she taught me how to apply mascara. She would hold my hand while we stood in line for sno-balls on hot summer days. Chloe didn’t tease or bully me. I knew I had a good big sister.


    We were never really confidantes; our ages were too far apart for that. And I doubt Chloe ever adored me the way I worshipped her. Still, we were sisters. Playmates. Friends. She doesn’t understand what changed.


    But I do.


    Anthony changed everything.


    •••


    That March I was fourteen. Just got my braces off. My breasts were finally making their belated appearance. Right before Christmas, I had finally been kissed for the first time (by Javier, an exchange student from Barcelona, which as first kisses go was pretty awesome). When I looked in the mirror, I no longer saw a gawky kid. I could glimpse the woman I would become.


    Not that I was anything compared to Chloe. To this day she outshines me as brightly as the sun outshines the moon. She’s a couple of inches taller, so she looks more svelte. Her hair is one shade lighter, but it’s the shade that takes it from brown to blond. While my eyes are an uncertain hazel, hers are pure, piercing green. No doubt about it: Chloe’s the beauty of the family.


    But I’d finally realized that didn’t make me ugly. Not by a long shot. I began playing with my hair more in the mirror and reviewing Chloe’s makeup lessons more carefully. I thought of my prettiness as a tool I could use to get what I wanted.


    (That’s screwed up, right? Welcome to the world as seen by my mother.)


    Then, that March, for spring break, Chloe brought home her first serious boyfriend. She was so proud of him, and I didn’t blame her. Anthony Whedon wasn’t especially tall—average height, no more and no less—but he was built. Turned out he was on the Sewanee lacrosse team. He wore the uniform of the Southern male—khakis and polo shirts—but they hung on his frame as though they’d been tailored for him. Sandy hair, a dimple in his chin, lips almost indecently full on a man: Anthony could get any girl he wanted. Clearly he wanted Chloe.


    His arm was always around her waist. Her eyes were always on his face. To me, no celebrity couple had ever looked half as glamorous.


    Anthony didn’t treat me like the annoying brat kid sister, either. “Come on, Mrs. C.,” he said to my mother. “It’s just Frankie and Johnny’s for some bell pepper rings. Not like we’re dragging Vivienne out to Tipitina’s with a fake ID.”


    “Well, I don’t know,” Mom said, but she was smiling. If Anthony had won me over, he’d conquered my mother. Though honestly, I think she was sold the minute she found out the Whedons were one of the wealthiest families in Tennessee. “You two don’t want some time alone?”


    “Aw, we don’t mind taking her along,” Anthony said. “It’ll be fun. And Vivienne can tell me all her big sister’s secrets.”


    “Stop.” Chloe shoved at him, but she was laughing.


    That week I hung around them every chance I got. Occasionally I got on Chloe’s nerves—but Anthony never seemed to mind. Chloe never stayed grumpy for long, either. I knew that was mostly because Anthony sneaked into her room every night.


    On the last evening of their stay, though, Chloe didn’t feel good. She’d had a headache all day, and around eight P.M. she announced she was going to bed. “To sleep,” she said, with an emphasis that was only for Anthony. The message: No action tonight. I hid my smile behind my hand.


    “No problem,” Anthony said easily. “Vivienne and I can have a movie marathon ’til dawn.”


    Some cable channel was showing Titanic. Although I felt very grown-up, hanging out with a college boy until after midnight, mostly I was focused on the movie. In those days I had a serious crush on Leonardo DiCaprio.


    Anthony kept talking to me, though. “Can’t believe you don’t have a boyfriend yet.”


    “I kind of had one.” I figured Javier’s kiss at the party counted. “But not anymore.”


    “How come a pretty girl like you isn’t out there breaking all the hearts?”


    I was so flattered. Blushing, I said, “I don’t know. Talking to guys—it’s hard. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what guys like.”


    He laughed. “We’re not that complicated, trust me.”


    It wasn’t that I had a crush on him; Anthony seemed to belong to Chloe as firmly as Ken belonged to Barbie. But nobody had ever told me I was pretty before, much less a college guy. It wasn’t even like I had on any makeup, and I wore just some old leggings and a giant T-shirt of my dad’s.


    For a couple hours more, I felt beautiful. Grown-up. Ready for the world.


    Then—just after midnight, in my own home, with my parents and sister asleep upstairs—Anthony raped me on the living room couch.


    It happened just after Rose jumped out of the lifeboat back onto the ship. While I was still focused on the TV screen, Anthony shifted closer to me, his hands going to my waist. I was innocent enough to think he was trying to tickle me. As I laughed and tried to scoot away, Anthony pushed me down, until he was on top of me.


    When he pushed up my shirt, I honestly believed it was an accident. I yelped and tried to tug it down—but Anthony put one hand over my mouth as he tugged the T-shirt up even higher, exposing my breasts completely. “Shhhh,” he said against my cheek. “You don’t want them to catch us, do you?”


    Catch us. Like any of this was my idea. But he’d made me afraid. If Mom or Chloe walked in, they would think I wanted to be with Anthony. They’d see me partly naked with a boy, and that meant I’d done something wrong. No, I didn’t want them to catch us. So I didn’t say anything, even when Anthony took his hand away from my mouth and slid it into my leggings.


    “You want to know how to get all the boys to like you?” he murmured as he tugged my leggings down. I’d never been naked in front of a boy before, not even close. “I’m gonna show you.”


    He peeled my leggings off one leg; they dangled around my other ankle as Anthony pried my thighs apart. Only then did my stunned mind realize what was happening, and it seemed like it was too late to say anything. Why did I think that? How could I believe that it was ever too late to scream, or hit him, or just say no?


    I don’t know. But I believed it.


    So I lay there, paralyzed with fear and confusion, as he got between my knees. He gave me his best good-ol’-Southern-boy smile. “Good girl,” he said, and then he thrust into me.


    It hurt. Not as badly as some of the girls at school had said it would, but still. My hands balled into fists at my side, hard enough that the next morning the indentations of my fingernails lingered as red marks on my palms. I started to cry. I thought when Anthony heard me he would stop. He didn’t.


    At the time it seemed to last forever—Anthony on top of me, panting, heavy. He was a twenty-year-old guy; probably it didn’t take three minutes. But I felt like it was never, ever going to end. As I stared up at the living room ceiling, the fan dissolved behind a blur of tears. When the tears trickled down from the corners of my eyes, my vision would sharpen for a moment, then go liquid again.


    Then Anthony started going slower, making these sounds that almost scared me—and he pulled out. I’d never seen an erect penis before, not even when he put it in me. When he came on my belly—the weird jerk and pulse of his cock, the thick white stuff spattering all over my skin—I jumped. It seemed like the grossest, most horrible thing anybody could ever do.


    “There.” Anthony smiled. “See, when the guy comes on you, you can’t get pregnant. Bet you’re glad I did that, huh?”


    I nodded. Like I was glad about any of this. But all I could think about was the horror of getting pregnant. Then everybody would know, and I didn’t want anybody to know.


    Anthony grabbed a paper towel left over from our earlier snacking and wiped off my belly, like it was soda he’d spilled on the coffee table. Then he sat up and tucked himself in, straightened his shirt. I pulled my tee back down; it was long enough to cover my hips. As much as I wanted my underwear and leggings back on, I couldn’t see how to put them on without flashing him, and I thought if that happened he might start again.


    “You’re a pretty, pretty girl, Vivienne. And now you know it.” Anthony grinned, like we’d had a wonderful time. I guess he did. “This is our little secret, right?”


    Numbly, I nodded.


    He winked. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell Chloe. Wouldn’t want to start a catfight.”


    Then he went back to watching the last bit of Titanic. I sat there, huddled on the far end of the sofa, leggings around my ankle, all the way through the end credits. When Anthony got up to go to bed, he ruffled my hair, like I was an adorable little scamp. He leaned close, and I winced at the heat of his breath against my face as he whispered, again, “Good girl.”


    It was maybe another hour before I dared to go up to my bedroom. The whole time I tiptoed past the guest room where Anthony was sleeping, I dreaded him walking out, or pulling me inside. I locked my bedroom door and sat on top of my covers, shaking. My mind kept replaying the last thing Anthony had said to me, over and over, until they seemed like the only words I knew.


    Good girl.


    I wish I could say that by then, at least, the worst was over. But it wasn’t.


    The worst came in the morning.


    My mom kept calling me to come down and have breakfast. “Don’t you want to tell Chloe and Anthony good-bye before they go back to school?” Even when my dad told me to get my butt down there, even after I heard Anthony’s car revving up and backing out of our driveway, I stayed in bed, covers pulled up to my neck.


    Mom finally came in a little before lunchtime. “Honestly, Vivienne, what has gotten into you?”


    I didn’t confide in my mother much. She always gave the impression that her problems were bigger than yours—more important—and that you were being selfish by even suggesting she needed to worry about you, too. I still hated the idea of anyone knowing about what Anthony had done. But that day, I felt so bad. I was sore between my legs, which I hadn’t known could happen. I needed someone’s arms around me so badly. So I reached for the lifeline. “Mom?”


    Her hands were on her hips. “What is it?”


    “Last night—something happened with Anthony.”


    She frowned. “What do you mean?”


    That day, the word rape never came into my mind. Rape happened in dark alleyways, to women who wore short skirts and weren’t careful. Rapists wore black and carried knives. I’d been on the couch with a guy who went right back to watching Titanic afterward. So to me it seemed like that couldn’t be rape. But still, it wasn’t right, and I knew it.


    My voice shaking, I said, “Anthony made me—he did something wrong.” That wasn’t enough. “He made me have sex with him.”


    Mom stared at me for a few seconds, and then... she laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


    “What?”


    “No such thing ever happened.”


    “But it did.”


    “Anthony Whedon is a nice boy,” she said, starting to snatch up clothes I’d left lying on the floor. “He wouldn’t do that to anyone, much less his girlfriend’s little sister.”


    I’d known she might not hold me and comfort me. That’s not her style. But I was totally unprepared for her not to believe me at all. “He pulled my leggings down. Mom, he did, for real.”


    She gave me a look like, How stupid do you think I am? “Don’t you think we would have heard you screaming? You were just downstairs. That music woke me up three times.”


    “But I didn’t scream.”


    “Well, there you go. You would’ve screamed, if you’d really been in trouble.”


    She was right. I hadn’t screamed. Was it all my fault, then? Maybe Anthony was confused, and he thought I liked it. I’d been crying, but maybe lots of girls cried their first time. If I had screamed, he would’ve stopped. I felt so stupid for not screaming.


    Finally I said, “I was scared.”


    “Of Anthony. The boy who took you out to Rock N Bowl with your big sister.” Mom’s whole body was tense now. This was how she got before she lost her temper and started shouting. I’d spent my whole childhood trying not to make my mother shout at me. “You have a crush on him, don’t you? And you’re mad that it’s Chloe he likes and not you. So you’re making up stories to try and get him in trouble. That’s not very nice, Vivienne. You ought to know better.”


    I wanted to argue with her more, but if I did that, the shouting would begin. Sometimes she could back me into a corner and yell for fifteen, twenty minutes. When it was over I would feel like I’d been beaten up. That morning I knew I couldn’t take it. So I said nothing.


    “Now get your butt moving and clean up your room.” She dumped all my dirty clothes on the bed—on me, really. “Do some laundry while you’re at it. You’re old enough to help out around here, you know.”


    I got up. I cleaned my room. And I did two loads of wash. The whole time, I felt like Anthony had left with everything I’d ever been. Like I was the hollowed-out, used-up thing left behind.


    A week later, Chloe sent me an e-mail.


    By the way, Anthony told me all about your little stunt the last night we were at home. Flirting with my boyfriend is NOT OKAY. You’re just a kid, so of course he didn’t take it seriously. But as your sister? I take it very seriously when you try to get together with my boyfriend.


    Anthony says young girls have crushes and we should put it behind us. I’m willing to do that. We can forget the whole thing, from this day forward. But don’t ever do anything like this again.


    Chloe believed Anthony. My big sister, who had known me my entire life and should’ve known what kind of person I was—she believed Anthony completely, even when he told her such a vicious lie.


    Until I got that e-mail, I’d been considering telling my father. Afterward, I was too afraid. I thought if I told him too, then all three of them would hate me—my whole family—and that was more than I could bear.


    Through the terrible depression of that spring and summer, I realized one important thing. Anthony had lied about me; that meant Anthony was scared of what I would say. So he had known I didn’t want to have sex with him the whole time. All the flimsy excuses I’d made for him in my mind collapsed, and I knew how worthless and small he really was.


    Once I could concentrate on hating him, I stopped hating myself as much. But that was before I’d realized how deeply he scarred me.


    These days I don’t hate myself for having been raped. I hate myself for wanting to act it out all over again.


    “Ma’am?” The bar waiter leans closer to me, and I realize I’ve been sitting there motionless, wineglass in hand, for several minutes. “Are you all right?”


    “Fine. I’m fine.”


    He doesn’t buy it. “Would you like us to call you a cab?”


    “I haven’t had much to drink.” My glass is still half full. “It’s okay. I’m headed home.”


    I drive home, still in a daze. Doreen and I have worked hard on these memories, as I try to learn ways to deal with them without—going numb. Freezing up. By now, mostly, I can handle it.


    But tonight takes me back all the way to square one.

  


  
    Twelve


    When I arrive home from the wine bar, I dump my purse on the table and step out of my shoes on my way toward my bed. I collapse on top of my quilt, burying my face in the pillows. Merely remembering that night with Anthony has left me exhausted. My stomach clenches as if I were seasick, and I don’t even have the will to get out of my clothes.


    Okay. Doreen said that the next time I became overwhelmed about this, I should note down my reactions. Everything I felt, everything I thought. Then we could unpack it all later, in a session, while she’s with me.


    I push myself up on one elbow to search for my iPad. Like I thought, it’s beside the bed. When I slide the bar across to wake the tablet up, I see that I have a new e-mail—and it’s from Jonah.


    Just wanted to say that I’m glad we worked things out tonight. Looking forward to next time. —J


    Next time. The next time I let Jonah pretend to rape me, and I get off on it.


    It took me a while to realize how thoroughly Anthony had screwed with my head. After the rape, I stopped masturbating. Completely. I didn’t want to think about guys’ bodies when the only one I’d ever seen aroused was my rapist. When I started having sex with my senior-year boyfriend, Derek, I flashed back to that night—every single time. It was like Anthony was back on top of me, inside me, turning me from a person into a body.


    But my boyfriend was a good guy. He had no idea what was wrong with me, why I didn’t seem to enjoy sex as much as he did. So he did his best. Went down on me, fingered me, took me in every position he knew and a couple I think he invented. Plenty of men never become as generous in bed as Derek was at seventeen; his wife must count herself lucky.


    Bit by bit, my body woke up to the pleasure of touch. But every single time, I was thinking of Anthony too. Night by night, stroke by stroke, arousal and my rape were woven together. My mind turned the opposites into partners. I couldn’t peel them apart any longer.


    When Derek finally got me off, I was remembering a hand clamped over my mouth so I couldn’t scream. And that orgasm—my first in three years—felt so goddamned good that I didn’t care how sick my fantasy was. I only wanted it to happen again.


    If Derek thought it was weird, the way I asked him to hold my hands down or pull my hair, he never said anything. Like most teenage guys, he was just thrilled I was finally into it. Even though I felt guilty every time I touched myself while fantasizing about being forced, I didn’t stop. The only way I held myself in check was refusing to let myself think about Anthony anymore. Instead I came up with new scenarios, new kinds of violence—whether brutal or deceptive, as vicious as being bound and gagged or as commonplace as having a guy take advantage of me while I’m too drunk to fight him. The fantasies became more elaborate, just as I was learning how to bring myself off and how to teach a guy to take care of me.


    And so here I am, twenty-five years old, only able to come when I think about being raped.


    Believe it or not, I’m not the only one. Based on what Doreen has told me, and some psych books I’ve read, other victims sometimes find themselves having rape fantasies too. No, that’s not the usual reaction. But it’s not unheard of. Maybe that should make me feel better. It doesn’t.


    At least now I’ve accepted this about myself—my need to dive into this darkness, to claim my most secret and forbidden desires. And I’ve found the man who’ll go there with me.


    Already I know that I’ll feel the sting of Chloe’s anger, and the weight of those old memories, until I’m with Jonah again. Then I’ll be in a place where none of it can touch me—every pain, every memory, everything that holds me back. Jonah can take me there.


    •••


    “God, I miss coffee,” Shay says, staring at my venti mochaccino with sorrowful puppy-dog eyes.


    “Some pregnant women drink caffeine,” I say as we claim the last available table in the campus coffee place. “I’m sure I’ve seen them do it.”


    But Shay shakes her head. “I had some spotting early on. It turned out not to be a big deal, but after that, Dr. Campbell said to knock off the caffeine completely. Doctor’s orders.”


    “Look on the bright side. It’s only another nine weeks.”


    Shay’s face lights up, with a kind of glow that has nothing to do with old wives’ tales about pregnancy and everything to do with happiness. “Before Christmas. I can’t wait for baby’s first Christmas.”


    “We’ll all be spoiling him or her rotten,” I promise. Shay and Arturo have refused to learn the sex of the baby; they say they want to be surprised. Personally, I’d think you’d be on such an emotional roller coaster that day that the “surprise” would get totally buried, but it’s their call.


    The two of us make an odd pair, I guess. I’m dressed up for a departmental meeting this afternoon—pencil skirt, silky caramel-colored blouse, and heels—while Shay is wearing some vibrantly patterned 1970s pregnancy smock she must have thrifted and has added a few blue streaks to her burgundy-colored hair. But she wanted to meet up on our mutual free hour, and... well, since Chloe’s message, I’ve tried to avoid having too much downtime. All I do with it is brood.


    A happier idea occurs to me. “Hey, we need to have a baby shower soon, don’t we?”


    For some reason, that wipes the smile from Shay’s face. “Yeah. Guess so.”


    “Hey. What’s wrong?”


    “It’s just—” Shay bites her lower lip. She’s curved both of her hands around her bottle of water, looking at that instead of at me. “My whole family’s back in Perth, and they’re not exactly thrilled about this—”


    Their daughter went off to school in America and informed them via Skype that she was marrying a man they’d never met, no older than her, and having his baby. As much as I love Arturo, and as much as I believe in his relationship with Shay, I can see why the Gillespies took it badly.


    “—so I thought it would be my family here who would throw the shower.” She’s staring down at our table, forlorn, completely unlike her usual bubbly self. “I thought it would be Carmen. But she hasn’t said a word.”


    “I’m sure it just slipped her mind.” Actually I’m not sure of that at all, but saying so won’t help. “She’s been buried with her classwork.”


    “You know she doesn’t like me.”


    “She does!” Not liking Shay would be the same as not liking oxygen. It’s impossible. “She’s just worried about Arturo settling down so young, especially before you guys have finished your degrees.”


    “We can do it. If I didn’t believe that, I would never have gone on with—” Shay can’t finish the sentence. She already loves that baby too much to even say the words.


    “I believe in you too. Carmen’s just a little harder to convince. She’s a numbers person, remember? They don’t like soft squishy feelings. They like facts.” I lean forward, hoping I’m getting through to Shay. “Even if Carmen has her doubts, she’s with you all the way. You know that, right?”


    Shay nods, but I can tell she’s not convinced. Seeing her like this is like watching a dandelion wilt.


    So I promise, “I’ll throw the baby shower, because I count as family too. Don’t even try to argue.”


    “I wouldn’t.” Her smile starts to return. “Yeah, you count.”


    “Carmen will pitch in too. Wait and see.”


    “Hope you’re right. You’d just think—” Shay pauses, then says, “You’d think Carmen would be more excited about becoming an aunt. Weren’t you thrilled when you found out Libby was on the way?”


    Libby, whom I haven’t seen since last Easter. Libby, who begged me to braid her long golden hair. I slid daisies into the plaits, and she thought that was the most magical, beautiful thing ever.


    “My emotions were complicated, actually.” I only say this because I know Shay realizes that I keep my distance from my family, and she doesn’t snoop into the reasons why. “But I love her more than anybody else on earth.”


    I love Libby that much, and I never see her.


    Shay and I have to get back to our respective departments, so I down the last of my mochaccino. She’s back to her usual bouncy self, while I have to struggle to keep smiling. As soon as we part, I let my face fall. The world around me seems to blur. I’m trapped inside my own thoughts, and my own regrets.


    In my mind, I hear Libby singing on that voice mail I’ve saved. Happy birthday, Aunt Vivi—


    Tears blur my vision. Undergrads swarm around me, a sea of ponytails and backpacks and laughter, but I feel alone. I push my way blindly through the crowd until I hear, “Vivienne?”


    It’s Jonah.


    Amid the brilliantly colored T-shirts and jackets of the students around us, Jonah stands alone, stark in a crisp white shirt and dark jeans. He’s the only one who stands still, the only one who’s looking at me. The only one who knows who I am. Although he doesn’t come any closer, his gray eyes search mine. I know Jonah didn’t call my name just to say hello. He said it because he can see I’m upset.


    I attempt a smile, badly. “Coffee’s that way,” I say, pointing to the Starbucks that must be his destination. “Talk to you later.”


    Jonah nods. I turn away from him to head toward the Department of Fine Arts. It takes about seven minutes to walk the distance. Seven minutes is how long I have to pull myself together. When I walk into the meeting, I have to be calm. Assured. Confident. Anyone but myself.


    The department meeting goes well.


    Like I said, by now I’m pretty good at faking it.


    •••


    Nighttime.


    Originally I’d planned to go get sushi with Carmen and some of her friends from the math department, but I text her to beg off. Worst headache ever, I type out, lying without guilt. She wouldn’t really understand, anyway.


    As much as I love Carmen, as close to her as I am, I’ve never told her about the rape. I never told Geordie, either, or Derek, or any of my other boyfriends. The one time I told people I love the truth about what Anthony did to me—that didn’t end well.


    I’m too tense and distracted to grade student essays. For a while I try to watch movies on Netflix, but none of them can hold my attention. Finally I take my frustrations out on the housework. Soon my little house smells like Comet and lemon Joy. With yellow rubber gloves on my hands, I scrub every dish, both sinks, the toilet, the tub, and even the grout between the tiles. By the time I’m done, this place will be spotless.


    Just as I lean up to wipe sweat from my forehead with one arm, my phone rings. Generic ringtone. I strip off the rubber gloves as I go to answer. Probably it’s one of the other TAs, but if this is another election robocall, I swear, I will not be held responsible for my actions. “Hello?”


    A pause follows. Then: “Hi, Vivienne.”


    It’s the last person I expected to hear from tonight.


    It’s Jonah.

  


  
    Thirteen


    I thought Jonah would call for only one of two reasons: either to let me know about some last-minute change in our plans—or to make new plans for another of our games.


    But here I am, at nearly eleven P.M., listening to Jonah... being concerned.


    “I wanted to check on you. When we bumped into each other today, you looked...” His voice trails off. How strange, to hear someone as sure and stoic as Jonah Marks sounding uncertain. “You didn’t look good.”


    What am I supposed to say? A bad habit of mine—I try to think of what people want to hear, instead of just telling the truth. But I have no idea what Jonah wants.


    “I realize I’m out of bounds here,” Jonah says, and now he sounds more like himself. “Still, if I was any part of why you were so upset today—if what we’re doing is turning out to be a problem for you—just say so. We can always call this off, or wait a while. I wouldn’t want to be a part of anything you found disturbing.”


    Which is hilarious. From the first moment I laid eyes on Jonah, my life has been nothing but disturbing.


    That doesn’t mean I want to call it off.


    “We’re fine,” I say. “What got to me today didn’t have anything to do with you. I promise.”


    “Okay. That’s good.” To my surprise, Jonah doesn’t hang up then and there. “Are you all right?”


    “Yes and no.”


    We both fall silent. Maybe Jonah is afraid I’m going to start spilling my guts to him. Sharing my secrets. I have no intention of doing so. That kind of intimacy can’t be a part of our arrangement.


    Yet he stays on the line. He’s giving me the option—or, more likely, can’t think of a polite way out of this.


    When Jonah finally speaks, he sounds steady again. Strong. His voice alone makes me flush with heat, from my cheeks to between my legs. “Do you want me to hang up now?”


    I crave that steadiness, that strength. More than that, I crave him.


    Very quietly I say, “No.”


    “What do you want to talk about?” He’s wary, but willing.


    My bed is only steps away. I lower myself onto it, propping myself up on the pillows. “Anything. Just—distract me.”


    “Not the usual distraction, you mean.”


    I wonder what phone sex with Jonah would be like? There’s something about the way he speaks—and it’s not just his mesmerizing voice. Every single word seems to have been rationed. Measured. He reveals nothing he doesn’t want to reveal. No emotion slips through unless he allows it. The totality of his control, his command of himself... it’s even more intoxicating now that I know the intensity he’s just barely holding back. And it reminds me of how fucking incredible it felt when he took control of me.


    Phone sex with Jonah might be amazing.


    But I still smell like cleaning products, and I’m wearing my grubbiest Longhorns shirt, and I feel about as sexy as Jabba the Hutt. If I’m going to get in to the mood, I need a moment.


    Softly I say, “Not the usual... yet.”


    “Interesting.” I can imagine his fierce smile as he says that. “So, what would you prefer as prelude?”


    I notice that Jonah volunteers nothing. We aren’t going to discuss our personal lives or our emotions—that would violate our covenant to remain strangers to each other as much as possible. So I need a completely neutral topic. The first thing that springs to mind: “Tell me about Antarctica.”


    “You want to talk about a place with no rain, little life, and temperatures down to a hundred degrees below zero. I wouldn’t have guessed that was your idea of foreplay.”


    “I just meant—” I have to pause while I pull my T-shirt up over my head. “It’s somewhere I’ll probably never get to see.”


    “You don’t have to apologize for being interested. I was teasing you.” Jonah pauses, and I realize he’s searching for words. “Antarctica is... brutal. But beautiful. Unlike anything else on earth.”


    I lie back on my bed. I’m topless now, clad only in my panties; the sweat on my skin could have been earned a very different way. “By brutal you mean the cold, right?”


    “The cold, and the katabatic winds—those are the ones that scour the ground, stripping away all the snow.”


    “I thought Antarctica was covered in snow.”


    “Some areas are. But a lot of the continent is desert. The most desolate place on earth.”


    “So why do you call it beautiful?”


    Jonah thinks for a few long moments before answering. “Weakness can’t survive there. People live with as few possessions as they can manage, on the very edge of survival. Even the air is clearer. The sunlight can be almost blinding. It’s the only place in the world with that kind of purity. That’s why I call it beautiful.”


    For Jonah, savagery is beauty. I can believe that. “What else?” I ask.


    “The aurora australis, I guess. That’s beautiful.”


    I’ve heard of this. “Like the northern lights, but southern, right?”


    “Right. They paint the sky green and gold, and the light surrounds you.”


    I wouldn’t have thought of Jonah as someone who’d be enraptured by anything so poetic. Then again, maybe the aurora australis is truly exquisite. Even a man carved out of stone would be moved.


    Though I know Jonah’s not made of stone. Until this moment, I hadn’t realized I knew that.


    How much am I learning about him, as we go through this?


    How much is he learning about me?


    Then I feel uneasy once more—off-balance, unsure of anything. In the valley between tantalized and afraid. Which is just where I like to be, with Jonah.


    “Maybe we should make plans,” I say. “For next time.”


    If Jonah is surprised by my change of subject, he doesn’t show it. But when his answer comes it’s in a deep purr that’s almost a growl. “Anything you want. As long as it’s soon.”


    “How soon?”


    “As soon as I can have you.”


    I suck in a deep breath. Already my nipples are hard, darkening even as I lie here on my bed, all but naked and alone.


    He wants me to name the scenario. It’s not that I don’t know what I want from him; it’s that the list is so long that I hardly know where to begin.


    Besides, the control should be Jonah’s. When I do this, I turn myself over to him, completely.


    “When you imagine taking me,” I whisper, “what is it like?”


    “So many ways. Different positions, different speeds. Slowing down to pin you under me forever. Speeding up until I’m pounding you senseless.”


    Oh, God. I writhe atop my covers, my panties are already starting to get wet. “Yes,” I say.


    Jonah keeps going. “Sometimes I think about that night we met. I hated myself for the things I wanted to do to you, but I still wanted it. Wanted you.”


    “I wanted you too. I wanted you to—to make me thank you, or just push me into the backseat.” Those fantasies tormented me so much that night. Now they’re fuel for the fire building within me. “So let’s do that.”


    “That’s what you want next time? To act out how we met, and what we really wanted?” Jonah likes the idea; I can tell. “Whenever you want.”


    My cunt pulses so hard that for a moment I think I’m going to come right here. “Tonight.”


    After a moment of silence, Jonah says, “Now?”


    I sit upright on the bed. “Now.”


    “We’ll need thirty minutes.” He sounds impatient; even half an hour is too long. “Meet me—in Zilker Park. On Columbus, past that first side road. Wear that little sundress again.”


    Am I really going to do this? Head out into the dark right before midnight, to turn myself over to Jonah?


    “Yes,” I say, and I hang up without another word. It’s not like that was good-bye.


    I take a two-minute shower so I won’t go to our rendezvous smelling like detergent. My hair gets a quick comb-through, and I waste a few precious moments in front of my jewelry box, trying to remember which earrings I wore that night. In the end, I just grab some simple silver studs. The red sundress is clean, and without my bra, I appreciate the softness of the cotton more than ever before. Panties are probably a waste of time, but I bet Jonah’s dreamed about tearing them off. When I met Jonah, I was wearing pretty simple sandals, but tonight I put on crazy high stilettos. Then I hurry to my Civic and drive to the rendezvous.


    At this hour on a weeknight, even the streets of Austin are mostly bare. Downtown there would be some activity—but not out here. The city lights are invisible, hidden by the park’s many trees. I pull my car off the main road, onto the gravel shoulder.


    Nobody’s likely to drive out this way. If someone does, we’ll be able to see the lights far enough in advance to keep a passerby from seeing anything and... drawing the wrong conclusion. Jonah chose well.


    I step out of the car. Dry grass crunches beneath my high heels. The only illumination close by comes from my headlights. The September night is as sultry as July, and the sound of cicadas shimmers louder, softer, then louder again. It’s the sound of heat itself, of summer bearing down on you without mercy.


    The last time I met Jonah like this, I had a flat tire. Puncturing it now would be taking reenactment too far. General car trouble will do.


    Then, in the distance, I see a car driving up behind me.


    At first I flush with excitement—and then I think, what if it’s not him? What if some other person—some other man—is about to drive by and see me supposedly stranded and helpless on the side of the road?


    Every danger I faced that first night comes to life again within my mind. The adrenaline pumping into my blood suddenly feels more like fear than arousal.


    I take a couple of steps closer to the car door—I can get inside within seconds and drive away if need be. Then I stand there, breaths coming fast and shallow, as I try to make out the shape of the car coming closer.


    A sedan, low and dark and long, like something a Secret Service agent would drive. It’s Jonah after all.


    The flush of fear mingles with my relief, and my desire. That hint of terror will make everything just real enough.


    I take a deep breath and let it out. I don’t have to control myself any longer.


    I’ll give myself to Jonah, and everything else—the things that worry me, that haunt me, everything—it will all fall away. Jonah will be the only one left.

  


  
    Fourteen


    He gets out of the car slowly, making me wait for it.


    Before Jonah even looks at me, his gaze scours the area around us. He’s looking for anyone who could see us—anyone who could stop him. But there’s no one.


    He’s wearing cargo pants and an olive green T-shirt, both cut slightly looser than his normal attire. Yet his muscular body still shows through, as rugged and brutish as ever.


    Finally Jonah’s eyes meet mine as he steps forward, the outline of his body painted starkly by the headlights. He lifts one eyebrow. “Trouble?”


    His voice is already low, husky. Like a man balls-deep inside a woman, on the verge. The intensity of his desire presses in on me like summer heat. My pulse flutters inside me, impossibly fast, like the wings of a hummingbird. I lift my chin. “Seems like it.”


    “Here,” Jonah says, stepping past me. “I’d like to take a look.”


    He puts his hands on the side of my Civic. I expect him to just proclaim some vague sort of problem, but no. He walks around the entire car, studying it the entire way. My God, he’s actually checking it out, like I might really have engine trouble.


    At first I’m amused—is he going to go to all the trouble of changing my tire again? Then it hits me. Jonah has committed completely to this role. To our game. When he goes into this mode, nothing can draw him out of it except the word silver. Unless I say it, Jonah will remain only a stranger who has me at his mercy. He will be the perfect embodiment of every dark fantasy I’ve ever had.


    I remain silent.


    The warm breeze tugs at the hem of my red sundress as I watch Jonah. He says, “Looks like you need some help.”


    “Sure could use a hand.” My Southern accent normally isn’t that strong, but it’s come out to play.


    Jonah likes my drawl. I can tell by the way his eyes darken as he studies me. “We ought to talk.”


    “Talk?”


    “About how we’re going to handle this.” He nods toward the car. “You need a lot of work done, if you want to get moving again anytime soon. Work doesn’t come cheap.”


    As long as I don’t say the word silver, this is real. I’m stranded out here, alone, with this man so tall and strong he could overpower me in an instant. And he’s my only chance of getting out of here—so I have to do anything he wants.


    Anything.


    “I—” My voice shakes with both anticipation and fear. “I haven’t got much on me.”


    “Sure haven’t.” Jonah’s eyes drop to my breasts, only barely covered by the low-cut neckline of my red sundress.


    I blush so hot he can probably see it even in shadow. “I meant, I didn’t bring my purse.”


    “No license? No phone? No cash? Not a very good idea.”


    “I guess not.”


    “Don’t worry,” Jonah purrs, stepping closer. “I’ve got you.”


    If only we could be sure nobody would drive along this stretch of road anytime soon. Then he could throw me down on the hood, rip my dress away, and take me as hard and mercilessly as he did the first time. My knees go weak, and I have to brace one hand against the car door. I bite my lower lip before I whisper, “I could give you my number. You could call me tomorrow, and I’d pay anything you wanted.”


    “I don’t want your money.” He nods toward his car. “Get in. Let’s talk.”


    Slowly—as if reluctantly—I walk toward Jonah’s dark sedan. My right hand trembles as I reach for the front passenger door, but Jonah steps past me to open the back door instead. I hesitate, breath catching, before I slip inside.


    A lot of guys seem to care about their cars too much or not at all. Either they have sports cars or vintage numbers they fixed up, and they bore you with talk about horsepower and acceleration—or they have totally normal cars permanently littered with empty fast-food bags and junk mail, and they tell you to just kick that soda can on the floor out of your way. Neither scenario is attractive.


    Jonah’s sedan is long, sleek, and elegantly impersonal. Cream-colored leather covers the seats. It smells like he drove it off the lot this morning. The interior gives away nothing about what kind of person Jonah Marks might be. I scoot to the far end of the car, tucking the skirt of my sundress under me as Jonah slides in after.


    He slams the door. The overhead light goes off. Now the only illumination comes from the soft blue glow of his satellite radio.


    Jonah studies me for a moment. No doubt he’s taking in the rise and fall of my chest, the way I’m already shaking. He makes me wait for several breaths before he says, “Kick off your shoes. Get comfortable.”


    I obey, letting the heels slip from my feet, even as I say, “I don’t want to stay in your car.”


    “You want to get home, don’t you?”


    “I—I appreciate you helping me—”


    “I’m going to help you, but you have to help me. See?”


    This is—softer than our first time. Not an act of angry brutality. Instead Jonah’s using coercion, putting me in a place where I say yes because I feel like there’s no way out if I say no. Edging me closer and closer to a line that he’ll then drag me over. It’s an entirely different kind of force, but force all the same.


    And it turns me on just as hard.


    Jonah brushes one fingertip along my bare shoulder. I shiver as I pull back. He clucks his tongue and smiles. “So shy. That’s no way to act with someone who’s trying to be nice to you.”


    “I didn’t mean—I’m sorry.”


    “That’s okay. You’re going to be nice to me too. Here. Give me your hand.”


    His fingers close around my wrist, his grip as hard as his tone is soft. He guides my hand down to his crotch, then presses my palm against his cock.


    God, he’s so big. I remembered that from last time—I couldn’t forget it, ever—but still I marvel at the length of him. His cock jumps slightly at my touch, the pressure clear even through the thin fabric of Jonah’s cargos. He starts moving my hand back and forth, the smallest, slowest strokes.


    “See?” Jonah grins at me, openmouthed, already proud of himself for getting me into this situation. “I knew you could be nice if you wanted to.”


    If this were for real, what would I say now? What would I do? I whisper, “I just want to get home.”


    “You’ll get home. But there’s no rush. I like you when you’re being nice.”


    “Nothing but this?” By now I’m shaking. “Just my hand?”


    “You could do more with your hands. Why don’t you show me? Maybe your hands are all I need, if you give me enough.”


    Jonah lifts his hand from mine, no longer pressing my palm against his erection. He wants me to give him more—to bargain, in the hopes he’ll demand nothing more than a hand job. So I have to give him the best hand job I can.


    My fingers tremble as I clumsily unbutton his fly, then reach inside his boxers to draw out the length of his cock. It juts up, long and thick for me. Tentatively I close my hand around it. My reward is the first pre-come, slicking my fingers along with the head of his cock.


    “Come on.” Jonah doesn’t sound so patronizingly reassuring any longer. Impatience grates in every word. “You can do more than that.”


    I begin jerking him off in earnest, tightening and loosening my fist as I move up the length of his cock. Now down again, and I begin using my wrist. He’s hot against my palm, and so hard he must ache.


    “I want it wetter,” Jonah says. “Lick your palm.”


    So I do, quickly, before going back to my task. Guys have always told me I was good at this part—and I start giving Jonah what I’d give a regular lover. Twist and grip and stroke, teasing the ridge around the head of his cock.


    He breathes out hard and lets his head slump back. I whisper, “This is enough?”


    “Wetter.” But when I lift my palm to my face again, he shakes his head. “Use your mouth.”


    “—but—you said—”


    “I said you were going to be nice to me if you wanted my help. You want my help, don’t you? Or do you want to stay out here all night? Somebody else might stop, and he might not be good to you like I am.”


    I wonder if Jonah will act out both parts. Whether he’ll drive off and leave me stranded—then return in a few minutes as the savage attacker he’s now using to threaten me.


    Instead he reaches out as if to caress the side of my face—then fists his hand in my hair. His self-satisfied smile has vanished. “Play nice,” he says. It’s a warning.


    I bend over, Jonah’s hand still clutching my hair, until his enormous cock is in my face. Parting my lips, I take him in. I have to open wide.


    Pre-come wells in my mouth, slicking my lips stretched around his cock. Salt is warm against my tongue. I start sucking—soft, slow little swallows at first. Then Jonah pulls my hair, hard enough for it to hurt. He wants me to work harder for my freedom, for my chance to get home.


    So I do. I use my tongue, circling and licking, as I bob my head up and down. My hand closes around the base of his cock so I can pump him in time with my movements. The sticky stuff now trickling from the corner of my mouth tells me he loves this—that he’s getting close.


    But Jonah growls, “Dammit, hold still. Now.”


    I go motionless. His other hand grabs my hair too, and he pushes my head down, forcing himself so deep inside my throat that I gag.


    He laughs slightly. “Yeah. That’s it. Now you’re giving me something.”


    Jonah takes control. His hands guide me, sometimes pushing no more than the head of his cock into my mouth, where I suck as best I can—then shoving me down again, making me deep-throat him.


    “I like it when you start to choke,” he whispers. “Your throat gets tight. Makes me think about how tight your cunt must be.”


    I whimper, the sound muffled by his cock in my mouth.


    “Are you that tight inside? Huh?” Jonah jerks my head up and looks into my eyes as I cough and wipe my lips with the back of my hand. “Are you?”


    My voice has gone hoarse. “Please—I’m already—you said this was what you wanted—”


    “Never said it was all I wanted. Don’t you want to be nice to me? Don’t you want to show me how grateful you are that I’m going to fix your car and send you home? Or do you want me to leave you here? That’s right. I knew you didn’t.” Jonah’s hand palms my breast through the thin red cotton of my sundress. His thumb circles the hard point of my nipple, and he grins. “Now take off those panties.”


    With trembling hands I reach beneath my skirt to wriggle out of my underwear. Jonah’s hands circle me—not for an embrace, but to unzip the top few inches of my dress in the back. After I let the panties fall to the floor of the car, Jonah peels down the top of my sundress, exposing my breasts completely. He takes them in both hands and squeezes hard enough to take me to the edge of pain. When I pull back, his smile turns cruel.


    “You can take more than that, can’t you? I bet you can.” He pushes me down until I’m lying on my back. The sedan is so wide that I can almost stretch the full length of it. “Now get those legs open.”


    “Please—”


    “Do it!” The edge in his voice is meant to frighten. To terrify. The unspoken words are or else.


    I let my left leg fall to the side, parting my thighs. Jonah angles himself between my legs as he pushes my right knee up so far it’s almost against my chest.


    Jonah takes a condom from the pocket of his cargos, which have almost fallen off his hips; his cock juts out like a knife. “See how nice I am to you?” he whispers as he slides the condom on. “I don’t have to use one of these. I could just fuck you without it. But I’m a nice guy.”


    My arm is braced against the back of the seat. I’m splayed wide and helpless. Jonah’s so large, so strong, that I couldn’t push him off me if I tried.


    “Aren’t you lucky?” Jonah says, and then I feel the hard pressure of his cock against my cunt.


    I bite down on my bottom lip as he slides inside—inch by inch, until it burns. He stretches me out, opens me wide.


    “That’s it,” he whispers as he sinks the rest of the way in. “Just like that.” Then he thrusts harder, filling me completely, and I cry out. He smiles at the sound and rocks his hips back so he can shove inside me again. I wish I could watch his cock going inside me, but I can’t. The crumpled red folds of my sundress are in the way. I can’t see; all I can do is feel.


    Jonah keeps going, deliberately and almost cruelly slow. The tempo quickens without ever actually becoming fast. Every time he pulls almost all the way out, then plunges in deep and hard. Each time I have to gasp for breath, caught between pleasure and pain, because I’m on fire for him—reeling on the edge of orgasm, but he won’t thrust fast enough for me to come. He’s making this last longer, because he wants to revel in his power over me. Jonah wants to show me how helpless I am. Whatever he gives me, I have to take.


    He lowers himself over me more each time, until we’re so close I can feel the heat of his breath against my skin. His tongue laps at my nipple, and then he opens his mouth to suck at me. It only lasts a moment, but that’s long enough to send a surge of pleasure ricocheting through me, brain to breasts to cunt.


    I’m close. I’m so close.


    “I can do this all night,” Jonah pants. Again he thrusts, so hard I clutch at the car seat, my fingernails digging into the leather. “We can go slow and hard like this until you can’t even walk. Or do you want me to fuck you faster and harder so I’ll fix your car and let you go home? Which one?”


    “You—just get it over with, please get it over with.”


    “But say it. I want you to say it.” Jonah grabs my free hand around the wrist, holding it over my head. He’s going to take whatever he wants. Making me ask for it is just one more way he proves he’s in total control. “You want to get back in your car and go home? Then tell me. Tell me to fuck you as hard as I can.”


    Merely hearing the words brings me back to the brink. I’m dizzy and flushed, entirely helpless. My voice is hardly more than a whisper as I say, “Fuck me as hard as you can.”


    Jonah rams his full length into me. His hands go to my waist and grip me tightly as he starts to pump into me, each stroke as brutal as the last. I cry out—one long cry I can’t control—as my blood rushes to my cunt. The sensation spirals, soars—and then my cry turns into a scream as I come. My head swirls in the rush of pure ecstasy, and I writhe beneath him as every muscle of my body surrenders to the intensity of my orgasm.


    He knows what he’s done to me. But Jonah just says, “I’m just giving you what you asked for.” Then he speeds up, and the only sounds are his heavy breaths, my whimpers, and the wet slap of our bodies. By now I’m limp and dizzy, a completely passive body for him to use.


    So he uses me. Jonah lifts my pelvis up slightly so he can thrust even deeper—I didn’t think that was possible—and then grimaces. He slides in slower, once, then goes totally still. He shuts his eyes as his mouth falls open. Then his fingers sink into my flesh, and a shudder goes through him.


    Already I know I love to watch him come.


    After he sucks in a couple of deep breaths, Jonah pulls out. “Get dressed,” he says roughly. “And get in your car. I’ll see what I can do.”


    I pull up the front of my sundress but don’t bother with the zipper. As I feel around the floorboards, my fingers find my panties, still wet. The red heels are easy enough to step into, but my legs wobble beneath me as I get out of Jonah’s car and walk toward my own.


    Had I ever thought that if we did it again, it wouldn’t be as good as the first time? In some ways tonight was even better. Jonah knows how my mind works. Without my ever having to tell him, he knows how to be the dark, dangerous man of my fantasies. How many different scenarios could he play out?


    I want all of them.


    I sink into my car and shut the door. Leaning forward, I brace my forehead against the steering wheel and try to catch my breath. I’m flushed and woozy. Next time I should bring a cold bottle of water with me, for after.


    But next time could be anywhere...


    The passenger-side door opens, and Jonah gets in. At first I think he’s going to role-play the end of it, telling me he’s fixed my car so I can go home. Instead he gently brushes a lock of hair from my sweaty face. “Are you all right?”


    I nod. “That was—amazing.”


    “Yeah. It was.”


    “It’s like—like you read my mind that night we met. You did everything I dreamed you might do to me.”


    “And you gave in even more perfectly than I dared to imagine.” Jonah’s hand slides down my bare shoulder, a lover’s caress. “God, you have no idea how good it feels. The way you trembled the first time I touched you—”


    He gets off on my fear, or my simulation of it. Shouldn’t that be enough to make me frightened of him for real? But I crave him just the same. Jonah pushes me past my limits, and I want him to.


    I tilt my head and smile at him. “Not going on any more trips to the South Pole?”


    Jonah laughs—the first natural, easy laugh I’ve heard from him. “No. I haven’t got anything scheduled.”


    “So we don’t have to wait a month for the next time?”


    “I don’t intend to wait nearly that long.” His pale gaze drifts to the loose bodice of my sundress, like he might peel it off me again this second. “What do you want, next time? Where? When?”


    There is no end to what I want from Jonah. We could fuck every night for a year and I still wouldn’t have run out of fantasies for him to fulfill.


    Yet the fantasy itself is about losing control. And Jonah knows me so well—or his desires match mine so closely—that I don’t have to give him instructions. All I have to do is turn myself over to him, completely.


    How can I best fulfill his fantasies? By giving him the most control. The most power.


    “Next time,” I whisper, “—surprise me.”


    “You mean... just find you when you’re not expecting it. Take you wherever you are.”


    “And however you want.”


    Jonah doesn’t say yes. Instead he leans forward and kisses me, a deep, searching kiss that tells me I’ve turned him on all over again.


    Our mouths part. He whispers, “Good night, Vivienne.”


    I would tell him good night too, but he’s already halfway out the door. It slams shut, sealing me back into my supposedly normal life.


    But I don’t feel lonely or rejected. I’m beginning to learn the rules. Besides, I can’t stop smiling from both satisfaction and anticipation.


    When he finds me next time, it’s going to be so fucking good.

  


  
    Fifteen


    Even though I slept no more than five hours, when I wake up I feel refreshed. Energized. Ready for anything. Faint bruises on my hips remind me of how Jonah held me down, but they don’t hurt. I run my hand over them and smile.


    As I walk to the car, I remember the deal Jonah and I made. He could come after me at any hour—any moment—


    But let’s get real. It won’t be this morning. Hopefully he’s still sound asleep with a smile on his face. Me, I’m going to use this energy to work.


    I indulge myself with a quick spin through Sorrento’s drive-through for a café au lait, then head straight to the nearby studio where I create most of my artwork. Even though I’m studying to be a curator and historian of art, that doesn’t mean I don’t love doing my own work. It’s been too long since I allowed myself to get lost in the flow of it. (Don’t ask me how art school gets in the way of actually creating art, but sometimes it does.)


    Normally I share this space with several other student artists, including my fellow TAs in the department. However, lots of creative types tend to prefer evenings to mornings, and today, at this hour, the studio is all mine. My faded thrift-shop chambray shirt hangs on a nearby hook; I slip it on over my clothes and get to work.


    I create etchings. Although there are several different techniques, and I’ve experimented with most of them, every method of etching has the same fundamental process. You always start with a metal plate; you coat that plate with a waxy, acid-resistant material; you carve the design or picture you want to make into the wax, all the way down to the metal; and then you pour the acid. The acid bites into the metal, cutting your lines into it permanently. Then, when you ink the plate, you reveal a pattern you can print over and over—each piece of art identical and yet genuine, never faded by repetition.


    Today, I’m making prints. Although I’ve done several etchings as part of my graduate work, this one in particular is special to me—that image of a man’s hands cradling a dove. Every line actually looks precisely the way I envisioned it while I carved the wax—which you’d hope for every time, but that result is rarer than you think. The image also captures a theme I like to explore in my work: the juxtaposition of strength and fragility.


    I remember Jonah gently brushing my hair back from my face before forcing me to deep-throat his cock. My fragility, his strength.


    And yet there’s that hunted, haunted quality to him too—and strength within me, which Jonah must sense. He wouldn’t trust me to handle this fantasy otherwise.


    His phone call last night tells me that my being okay with this is important to Jonah...


    I pause. Inking while you’re distracted is a bad idea.


    And Jonah Marks is one hell of a distraction.


    Since I don’t have a class to teach today, I don’t go into the office until afternoon, and I don’t bother changing into one of my professional outfits. Instead I just ditch the chambray work shirt and head to campus wearing dark jeans and an apple-green wrap top. When I walk through the door, Kip is deep in phone conversation with someone at FedEx about a professor’s package gone astray, but he raises his eyebrows at me. This is Kip-speak for We have to talk.


    I wonder what gossip he’s dug up this time? Maybe Keiko’s boyfriend finally proposed. He’s been hinting around about it long enough. Whatever it is, Kip will have all the juicy details.


    No memos are waiting for me in my department box, so I plop down in my rickety desk chair and check my work e-mail. Amid the flurry of essays turned in at the last minute by undergrads and the usual campus announcements, one line jumps out immediately—because this note is from Jonah. I sit upright and click.


    Vivienne—


    I loved your suggestion last night. For hours I couldn’t think of anything else. Picturing it in every detail kept me awake half the night.


    My toes curl inside my loafers, and I breathe out, hard. I think about Jonah lying in his bed, hand around his cock, already on fire to have me again, and the image makes me go warm all over.


    Don’t worry—I’m going to surprise you. But we need to lay some ground rules. You should know that I’m not going to approach you in any situation where you would normally be worried about your safety. Nor will I attempt to break into your house. You should always be ready to protect yourself, and you won’t be if you assume anyone watching or following you would have to be me.


    Jonah doesn’t know me well enough to know I’m always ready to protect myself. My guard is always up. Still, I like that he considers my safety even in the maddened heat of our mutual fever.


    On some level, Jonah is always in control.


    I promise the next time won’t be three whole weeks later. But that’s all you get to know—for now.


    Jonah


    P.S.—I don’t think anyone actually monitors campus e-mail but we might want to switch to our personal e-mail addresses. Just in case. Should’ve thought of this before.


    His e-mail is listed just after. The postscript makes me smile. I hit reply.


    Jonah—


    Don’t worry. I’ll be ready for anything.


    Vivienne


    And I toss in my real e-mail in parentheses, after my name. No sooner do I click send than a new boldface entry shows up at the top of my inbox—but this one is from Kip.


    V, my darling, duty calls. I’ll be in the bursar’s office the rest of the day—


    What in the world could he need to do in the bursar’s office? No telling, but I have a feeling that by the end of the business day, yet another university official will owe Kip a favor.


    —but we absolutely have to talk. Free after hours? If so, come to Sigmund’s around 5:30. First beer’s on me. See you there?


    K


    My first impulse is to refuse. Tonight I need to dig in to these essays; they promise to be excruciatingly bad, and the longer I put off grading them, the longer the task will hover over me like a gray, rain-fat cloud. More than that, though—I want to be alone with my thoughts. With my memories of Jonah, all of them, from the savage way he took me last night to the dark promises implied in today’s e-mail.


    But no. I’ve never been one of those women who cancels the rest of her life the first minute a guy comes onto the scene. This is no time to start. If Kip asked me to drop in at a bar we like on the average night, I’d probably go.


    So, after a couple hours’ worth of grading, I take myself off to Sigmund’s.


    Like pretty much everywhere else in Austin, the bar’s atmosphere is casual with a side of wacky. Various graffiti artists were invited inside to tag the walls in brilliant Technicolor, and the tabletops have campy old advertisements from the sixties and seventies under the glass. I slide onto a bar stool at a table where the Breck Girl grins up at me from between her shellacked waves of golden hair.


    Kip strides in only moments later, a brilliantly colored scarf around his neck. “You made it. And looking gorgeous too.”


    “Thanks.” I tilt my head so Kip can give me a kiss on the cheek. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”


    He touches the scarf at his throat. “This old thing? Glad you like. Aren’t you glad the weather’s finally turning chilly? At last we can layer and accessorize our outfits, as God intended.”


    In Austin, “chilly weather” means temperatures in the low sixties. Jackets and scarves emerge from the backs of closets to show up on the street once again. I smile at him and say, “I think you said something about buying the first drink?”


    “Name your poison.”


    “Corona with lime. And thanks.”


    I needed something like this, I think. Some time to kick back with a friend and think about something besides my extremely unconventional sex life. Which is why it’s so startling when Kip returns with our drinks, puts mine in front of me, and says, “Let’s talk Professor Jonah Marks.”


    Although I don’t do an actual spit-take with my beer, I come close. “Excuse me?”


    “Sources report that you were apparently emotional and beside yourself in front of the campus Starbucks the other day—and Mr. Marks seemed to take pointed interest in this. As if, perhaps, he was the reason for your upset.”


    “He wasn’t.” Maybe Kip will let it lie there, but I doubt it. I try distraction. “What do you mean, sources? Do you own the baristas too?”


    “Nothing happens on this campus that I don’t hear about sooner or later. My eye sees all.”


    I groan. “You’re like Sauron in Lord of the Rings.”


    “Except with less powerful bling. Now, fess up, darling.”


    “There’s nothing to confess,” I lie, then switch to the truth. “I’m not dating Jonah.”


    “Still merely considering it?” Kip nods, as if he expected this answer. From his Lisa Frank messenger bag he pulls a manila folder. “Good thing I took the liberty of preparing this dossier.”


    “A dossier? Kip, this is epic overkill.”


    “You don’t get to be Sauron of UT Austin by half-assing it.” He pushes the folder toward me, covering the Breck Girl’s vapid smiling face. “Behold the many secrets of Jonah Marks.”


    Secrets? What does Kip mean?


    No. Jonah and I have to trust each other. He hasn’t broken his word or pried into my life. I won’t pry into his. “I don’t know how you dig up dirt, but I’m not interested in going through anybody’s private information.”


    Kip scoffs, “This is hardly private. Almost all of this comes from CNN. A bit of Wikipedia too.”


    “... why would Jonah be on CNN?” Did he appear as an expert on earthquakes, maybe? But Kip wouldn’t bother showing me anything like that.


    “It’s not so much the man himself as his family. I suppose you hadn’t realized Jonah Marks is of the Chicago Markses.” When I look at Kip blankly, he adds, “The ones who own Redgrave House?”


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    “Do you not even glance at tabloids when you’re in the supermarket line? Never mind. I’ll give you the swift overview.” Kip rifles through the papers he printed out for me before presenting one that pictures a Victorian house nestled amid high-rises. Yet it doesn’t look out of place; the house possesses a kind of dark glamour and power evident even from this badly reproduced photo. Stone tile covers the outside, and the large door is flanked by enormous statues a story high, which have been carved as if they were struggling under the weight of the enormous arch between them.


    “National Registry of Historic Places,” Kip says. “Site of some of the juiciest stories in Chicago history, thanks to the wild and varied history of the Marks family. And our good professor’s childhood home.”


    Now that I think about it, I have heard of Redgrave House—probably on some TV show about notable architecture. In that area of Chicago, so close to downtown, the lot alone must be worth tens of millions. Since Jonah’s family has never sold the house, they must be able to leave that cash on the table.


    It’s not like I hadn’t realized Jonah was well off; he drives a nice car, tips generously, and dresses better than any other straight man I ever met. Still, nothing about his possessions or demeanor ever suggested he had this kind of money. Was he one of those snot-nosed prep-school kids whose head is inflated by entitlement before age fifteen? Surely not. Somehow, despite being surrounded by riches and privilege, Jonah has maintained a sense of priorities. And he pursues a challenging field of study instead of just living off his trust fund, which shows character.


    “Okay,” I say, affecting even more nonchalance than I feel. “Jonah comes from money. What does that matter?”


    Kip pushes more papers toward me. “The money doesn’t matter unless you’re out to marry your fortune, in which case, you’re on the right track. But you’re not that sort. You want the classic good guy, don’t you?”


    It’s a rhetorical question. A few months ago, I would have said yes. But Jonah has taught me that I like a little badness too.


    “Of course our professor isn’t one of my intimates. No doubt you already know him much better than I do, so I don’t want to judge him. And perhaps he’s worked through all of his issues. Because the boy has issues, doesn’t he?”


    Oh, thank God it’s too dark in here for Kip to see me blush. “Uh, we all do.”


    “Not like these.” Kip points to the news story in front of me, and my eyes widen as I read the headline.


    HALE: MY WIFE IS A DANGER TO HERSELF AND OTHERS


    At first I don’t get it. “Isn’t this—that guy Carter Hale?” I know him from the cover of business magazines—he owns some chain of luxury hotels, I can’t remember which. And there’s been some kind of gossip about his family lately, but how is that relevant here?


    Kip answers my unasked question: “Carter Hale is Jonah Marks’s stepfather.”


    Which means the woman in the headline is Jonah’s mother.


    This is Jonah’s life. This is none of my business—or Kip’s either. I glare at him. “Why are you digging all of this up?”


    “For one, clicking the link on CNN’s home page hardly counts as ‘digging.’ For two, people have a right to know if they’re getting mixed up with serious Greek-tragedy shit. And for three... as far as gossip goes, this is good stuff. Better than anything Kim and Kanye have come up with in a while.”


    “Kip—”


    “Will you just read the story already?”


    I’m tempted to push the paper back and tell him where he can file it. And yet this was on CNN. National news. Jonah might assume I know about it already.


    Don’t I need to know as much as possible about this man I’ve given so much trust?


    Lawyers speaking on behalf of hotel magnate Carter Maddox Hale today told a Cook County judge that Hale’s wife, heiress Lorena Marks Hale, should be forcibly committed because she represents a danger to herself and others.


    Testimony submitted to the court today reveals an incident in February of this year in which Mrs. Hale reportedly held a handgun on her husband for a period of nearly two hours, threatening to kill him and then herself. Mrs. Hale has previously been treated at inpatient mental health facilities for depression. He also alleges that she has made numerous threats to the lives and safety of those around her in the past several years.


    However, Mrs. Hale’s lawyers deny the February incident and point out that Mr. Hale made no police report then or at any other time during the marriage. Absent documentation of Mrs. Hale’s criminal acts, legal experts say, a judge is unlikely to commit her against her will.


    Even as the courtroom battle goes on, the couple continues to live together in the landmark Redgrave House near downtown Chicago—though reports indicate husband and wife now occupy separate floors.


    Both Mrs. Hale’s legal team and lawyers employed by her children from her first marriage to Alexander Marks argue that Mr. Hale is acting not out of concern for his wife’s health but in an effort to gain sole legal control over the family’s substantial financial holdings—which include Mr. Hale’s hotel chains, Mrs. Hale’s inherited wealth, and a substantive interest in Oceanic Airlines stock. Alexander Marks, Mrs. Hale’s first husband and the father of her two adult children, cofounded Oceanic Airlines in 1975; she inherited a controlling interest in the airline upon his death in 1988.


    Mr. Hale’s adult children from his first marriage have thus far taken no legal role in the proceedings nor made public comment.


    Beneath the article are the usual comments by the dregs of society, complete with one person convinced the situation is Obama’s fault. This is of less interest to me than the photos tucked in beside the text. The first one shows Carter and Lorena Hale in happier days, the two of them standing together at some museum gala—him in a tux, her in a richly embroidered evening jacket, his arm around her shoulders and a glass of champagne in her hand.


    The second one includes Jonah.


    This shot isn’t posed. Jonah is walking out of the courthouse, resolutely not looking at the phalanx of reporters clustered around the steps. Next to him are two other people—a woman with long dark hair that I instantly recognize as his sister, and a man with fair hair and broad shoulders who looks nothing like Jonah, yet seems to be part of the family. To judge by the coats and scarves they all wear, this picture must have been taken not long after “the alleged February incident.”


    Kip says, “You can’t tell me that’s not intriguing.”


    “You can’t tell me it’s any of our business,” I say. Yet I’m already turning this sordid situation over in my head, spinning the facets as if Jonah’s psyche is a Rubik’s Cube I could solve.


    I’ve wondered what could have led to Jonah’s fantasy. He insists he would never, ever rape a woman for real, and I believe him. He’s been fiercely protective of me, and of all women. Yet still, he’s fixated on the idea of rape, forcing himself on a woman despite all her protests. I’ve watched his eyes darken as he tore off my clothes. I’ve seen him come inside me while he held me down.


    Maybe... maybe he grew up with a violent mother. My mom dropped the ball, and I know it, but she never hit me. I never thought she would, even for a second. How much worse would it have been if she’d waved a gun around and actually threatened to kill me? I can hardly imagine the terror, or the sorrow. After something like that, you’d feel as if there were no safe place in the world.


    So maybe, deep inside, Jonah has this anger at women. But instead of turning out to be a misogynistic shithead, he sublimated his rage into a fucked-up sexual fantasy. Made up for his powerlessness as a boy by imagining having total control over the object of his desire.


    “You’re interested,” Kip said. “Knew you would be. Why don’t I get us another round?” He’s on his feet walking toward the bar before I can even tell him no.


    As long as I’m already neck-deep in this, I might as well dive in. So I leaf through the other stories in Kip’s folder. However, relatively few of them are about Jonah’s immediate family, and those that are mostly date from before the legal battle about Mrs. Hale’s sanity, or control of the company, whichever is really in dispute. Instead I see glossy, society-magazine stuff about the Hales’ charitable giving, an Architectural Digest story about the renovation of Redgrave House, that kind of thing. One article mentions Jonah as a “track star,” which I wouldn’t have guessed. Runners always seem so skinny. Jonah’s body would better suit a swimmer or a diver—lean but powerful.


    The older articles focus on Redgrave House and what appear to be a centuries’ worth of screwed-up people who have lived inside it. Suicide pacts, sex scandals, an alleged haunting: You name it, it happened there. This is probably the most famous house in the world that no one would ever want to live in.


    Enough, I decide. This comes too close to prying for me to be comfortable with it. The CNN stuff, okay, whatever—but the rest of this is Google overkill gone bad. Jonah has respected my privacy, and I’m ashamed not to have respected his.


    Now I’d like to leave, never mind the second round, but Kip is by now deep in flirtation with the bartender. As I learn when my Corona is presented to me, this sexy bartender turns out to be named Ryan, and he’s the most interesting person Kip has met in forever so I have to stay to give Kip an excuse to hang around. I give Kip a look, but what the hell. I sigh, and drink my beer—slowly. Their mating dance continues for another half hour before Kip finally manages to get the guy’s digits.


    The way he carries on as we walk out onto the street, you’d think Kip had won the Olympic decathlon. “Come on, Ryan’s hot. Scorching. Radioactive. And now he’s in my phone. Normally it would take any amount of sexy groveling on Grindr to get that far.”


    “Sure. Ryan’s gorgeous.” Not my type, really—short, muscled, like lots of bodybuilders—but that hardly matters, since I’m not Ryan’s type either.


    Kip pouts. “Why aren’t you celebrating my moment of glory?”


    And there’s the opening I was looking for. “Because I try not to meddle in my friends’ love lives. Unlike some people.”


    “I wasn’t meddling. Simply making sure you were informed.”


    “How did you even know about—that I’d gone out with Jonah Marks? Whatever your barista source saw, it wasn’t even about that, so...”


    “I have other connections, as you should know.” Kip’s omniscience is one of the great campus mysteries. “In this case, one of the earth science grad students mentioned that she’d seen the two of you standing rather close at Carmen’s last wingding.”


    Somebody witnessed my kiss with Jonah after all. “Kip—”


    “No denials, Vivienne, please. They’re so tiresome. Just tell me why you’re trying to defrost that particular block of ice.”


    Ice? Maybe on the surface. Underneath, Jonah is pure fire. Not that I’m ever going to explain to Kip. “It’s not serious, okay? Can you leave it at that? With Shay and I being so close, and Jonah sort of being one of her bosses—we’d rather not advertise it. Could be awkward, you know?”


    He doesn’t entirely believe me, I can tell, but he doesn’t ask any more questions. “Fine, fine. This fling of yours with Jonah Marks will be but one of the many secrets I keep. At least you’ve finally discovered the joys of casual sex.”


    I shrug noncommittally. Jonah and I aren’t in a relationship—but I wouldn’t call our arrangement casual. “Why did you go digging up all this stuff anyway? Just for the sake of gossip?” Kip’s all-encompassing curiosity has led him to snoop where he shouldn’t, but never before did I feel like he was being judgmental about someone. Yet he seems wary of my connection to Jonah.


    “Because,” Kip says, “Jonah Marks is a cold man. And a hard man. He doesn’t make friends easily, if at all. Not exactly the right type for you.”


    “Since when do you know what my ‘type’ is or isn’t?” I ask.


    “All I know is that you need someone who can be gentle with you.” He sighs. “Because you have serious problems with conflict.”


    “No, I don’t—”


    “Liar!” Kip looks triumphant. “You can’t bear it whenever people argue in department meetings; it’s like you want to slither under the table. You’re no pushover, but when you have to stand up for yourself? You always do it via e-mail if you can. Rarely on the phone, and never in person. When Professor Prasanna starts shouting about whatever’s ticked her off recently, you flinch. You physically flinch as if you thought a five-foot-tall woman in her sixties was going to hurt you.”


    ...I hadn’t realized I did all that, but it’s true. Kip sees even more than I thought he did.


    He continues speaking, his tone gentler. “Geordie Hilton might be a lush, but at least he was always kind. You’re someone who needs kindness, I think. And I don’t know that Jonah Marks is the man to give it to you.”


    What I need from Jonah has nothing to do with kindness. The only cruelty he shows me is the type I desire.


    I simply repeat, “It’s not serious.”


    “Fine, fine.”


    Downtown Austin is quieter than usual tonight. Maybe it’s the first chilly evening driving people indoors, to dig through the back of their closets for sweaters and jackets. Or maybe there’s a more exciting place to be just a few blocks away. Whatever it is, Kip and I have this stretch of the street to ourselves, our footsteps echoing slightly from the tall buildings surrounding us. The setting sun paints the mud-colored capitol building a soft russet.


    “Hey,” I say softly. “I don’t need you looking out for me—but I still appreciate the thought.”


    “I always think of you, Vivienne. Except when I’m thinking about my new future husband, Ryan.”


    Laughing, I get him to talk more about the many glories of Ryan. Inside, though, I’m deeply and unexpectedly touched. Kip can be a world-class meddler and gossip—but in the end, all he wants is to take care of his friends. To find us a bit of kindness in this world.

  


  
    Sixteen


    The next day, the suspense begins.


    I sleep well, knowing Jonah won’t come to my house—but from the moment I get in my car the next morning, every moment is charged.


    Will he be waiting in the backseat? In the stairwell of the art department? Or maybe he’ll be standing in the hallway leading to the restroom at my favorite restaurant. Jonah could find me at any time, in any way.


    Sometimes I try to figure what he has in mind. If he’s not following me, and not coming to my house, then how will this happen? I can’t imagine what Jonah’s planning.


    Of course, that’s the whole point. I won’t know what Jonah’s going to do to me until he does it.


    Sometimes my curiosity piques as I’m sitting at my computer keyboard. It would be so easy to search for Carter Hale Jonah Marks Chicago. If I did, yet more chapters of Jonah’s complicated personal history would unfold for me.


    Then we wouldn’t be strangers. We promised to stay strangers. So I don’t look.


    •••


    “Are you sure this dress looks okay?” Carmen says for about the fourth time since we left her place.


    “You look great. Red is your color. Come on.” I take her hand and tug her into the benefit.


    The enormous theater has been decorated for the event in the spare-yet-elegant manner of most charity functions: Large plants in every corner, donated by a local nursery. Strands of lights hanging from the ceiling in graceful arcs. Bars in each corner, staffed by the usual grad students in white shirts and black vests. (If I hadn’t won a scholarship, I might be one of them.) A lectern and microphone wait for various speeches, standing on the stage in front of the red velvet curtains.


    We ran late because Carmen was still neck-deep in math when I came to pick her up, so the gala is already in full swing. Geordie must have been waiting for us the entire time, because he immediately waves and heads in our direction, weaving through the elegantly dressed crowd.


    Tonight’s cocktail reception benefits the public-interest law center Geordie sometimes volunteers with. Austin residents wear casual clothes almost all the time—but give us a chance to dress up, and we’ll take it. Carmen’s red satin sheath shows off her curves to perfection and fits perfectly with the tone of the party: cocktail dresses for the women, tailored suits for the men.


    Me, I’m slightly overdressed. But I come from New Orleans, which means I usually wind up attending a Mardi Gras ball or two in the spring, which means I’m one of the few women who genuinely needs to own a full-length evening gown. This one is simple—emerald-green silk, spaghetti straps, skimming my body to the waist, then widening into a soft, flowing skirt. I adore this dress, and putting it on only twice a year always seems like a waste. Tonight seemed like a great excuse to wear it. However, I’ve already received a few glares from women who seem to think I was trying to show them up. Whatever.


    “There you are!” Geordie holds a plastic glass of something amber in one hand but uses the other arm to hug me and Carmen in turn. His breath smells slightly boozy as his lips brush against my cheek. “Been wondering when the two most beautiful women in Austin would arrive.”


    Carmen laughs. “Let me know when they get here.” Geordie shakes his head at her in disbelief, as if wondering how she could deny how gorgeous she is. I’ve got to hand it to the guy; he’s a world-class flirt.


    “So what do we do?” I say. “Walk around, talk about how great it is when lawyers do pro bono work, drink the free wine?” After you pay fifty bucks for a benefit ticket, they don’t bother with a cash bar.


    “That’s pretty much the idea,” Geordie says. “Mingle. Network. Definitely don’t neglect the free wine. And check out the silent auction! Your print’s the prize attraction, Vivienne.”


    I doubt this. As proud as I am of the etching with the dove, most bidders will be more excited by luxury spa packages, gift certificates to high-end stores, box seats for football games, the usual swag. Still, it’s nice of Geordie to say.


    The free wine turns out to taste like it should be free, so I don’t bother after the first couple swallows. Instead I talk with a few of Geordie’s law school friends and browse through the various artworks and gift certificates laid out for the silent auction. My print is prominently displayed—Thanks, Geordie—and for a moment I try to see it as someone would for the first time. Would they pay attention to the stark lines or the soft curves? The shadows or the light? You’d have to stand very close to notice that the ink I used isn’t black, but a midnight blue.


    I try not to be overly pleased with myself when I see that my print has already received a few bids. But I don’t let myself look at the clipboard in front of the art too closely, because there’s nothing like seeing someone bid five dollars for your work to drag you down. Better to enjoy the party. A smooth-jazz band plays at the far end of the room, so the murmuring of the crowd flows around the soft strains of piano and bass.


    When I wash my hands in the restroom, a woman stands in front of the mirror, reapplying deep red lipstick. The red brightens her smile as she sees me. “I’ve been meaning to tell you all night,” she says. “That’s a fabulous dress.”


    “Thanks. So is yours.” The white sequins are dazzling against her dark brown skin, and the high hem reveals her long, gorgeous legs. “And God, I wish I could carry off that haircut. You look amazing.”


    She laughs. Her natural curls are cut close to her scalp, making her come across as both feminine and bold. “Give short hair a try sometime. You might like it.”


    If I were ever going to be tempted by a pixie cut, it wouldn’t be tonight. My hair is behaving for once, pinned into a messy updo with some rhinestone clips. I tuck one stray curl back into place, then head back out through the long hallway that leads to the front of the theater. Maybe I’ll bid on that quilt I saw—


    “Hey,” says this guy whose name I can’t quite recall. He’s one of Geordie’s friends... Albert? Alphonse? Fortunately, he isn’t trying to start a hallway chat. “Your friend was looking for you—they told me to tell you to meet up backstage.”


    He must mean Carmen. “Oh, okay. Thanks.”


    What could have come up? If Carmen needs a private moment in the middle of a big bash, she must be upset about something. I can’t imagine what, though. Surely this isn’t about Shay’s baby shower.


    A side door seems likely to lead backstage. I go through it and see that I’m right—a few steps lead up to the wooden stage, where a couple of rehearsal items lie abandoned: a metal chair, a table, some water bottles people forgot to recycle. But I don’t see Carmen.


    I go up the steps, wondering if she’s on the far side of the stage—


    —and a hand closes over my elbow, hard.


    In the first moment of shock, I try to pull away, staggering on my high heels. Then I realize who has me.


    Jonah’s other hand closes around my mouth. He pulls me close, his gray eyes staring into mine, as he whispers, “Don’t scream.”


    The growl of his voice makes me shudder—deep and commanding. Even if I didn’t know I could stop this in an instant, I might be too astonished and intimidated to cry for help. His grasp tightens—and all that does is get me hotter. He’s brought me back to the line between fear and arousal.


    And Jonah’s going to hold me there as long as he wants.


    He pulls me toward the back of the stage, farther away from the hallway, from anyone who might see or stop him. We’re far behind the red curtain. Beyond the velvet, the muffled sounds of the reception swirl, laughter and music; here, there’s no one but me and Jonah.


    Nothing but the way he spins me around and shoves me against the back wall.


    Jonah stands behind me now, both hands clutching my arms as he whispers into my ear, “You don’t move. You don’t talk. Do you hear me?”


    “Yes—”


    He presses his entire body against my back as he brings one hand up to cup my face. His fingers press against my cheeks. “No, no, no. Get it wrong again and you’ll be sorry. You don’t move. You don’t talk. I don’t want to hear a single sound from you. Do you understand?” I manage to nod, and Jonah laughs softly. “There we go.”


    When he releases me, I remain motionless against the wall. The plaster feels cool against my shaking hands and my flushed cheek. Jonah makes a small sound of satisfaction at my obedience.


    His hands slide outward along my shoulder blades, curving down and around just enough for his fingers to brush the sides of my breasts. But when he realizes I’m wearing a strapless bra, he loses interest. Instead he traces my sides, the indentation at my waist, the swell of my hips. His fingertip teases the faint ridge of my panties, tugging it down slightly even through the thin fabric of my dress. Then he begins drawing up the long skirt of the dress, slowly, the rustle of silk the only sound besides our breathing.


    As my legs and ass are exposed, I feel the sleek fabric of Jonah’s trousers against my skin. He reaches around to slip his fingers down the front of my underwear, scissoring them just over my clit.


    Pleasure arcs through me, and I gasp. Jonah shoves me against the wall again, and now I can feel the long pressure of his cock against my ass, straining through the smooth wool of his suit. He whispers, “You like this, don’t you? I knew you’d like it. I could tell. Because beneath your fancy dress you’re nothing but a whore.” His fingers resume their massage, slow firm circles that spiral upward inside me until I’m dizzy. “I’m going to prove what a whore you are.”


    My breaths come sharp and shallow. Jonah knows exactly how to touch a woman—where to bear down, how fast to go. All the blood in my body rushes between my legs as my cunt gets hotter for him.


    “Only a whore would let me do this,” Jonah whispers as I start to pant. By now the sensation is almost overwhelming. “You want it now, don’t you? I knew I could make you want it.”


    Warmth ripples through me in waves. My body tightens. I’m on the brink.


    Jonah’s breath is hot against the side of my face. “Don’t worry. You’re going to get it.”


    That’s when he goes faster, presses harder, and I come. My orgasm crashes through me, long and hard and good. I try not to make a sound, but a soft cry escapes my lips.


    He growls, “I fucking told you to stay quiet.”


    His hands go to the sides of my panties as he tears the fabric. I feel the remnants fall away as Jonah roughly pulls my thigh to one side, parting my legs.


    “Hold your dress,” he commands, pushing the fabric into my hands. “Let me see you. Show your naked ass off like the whore you are.” So I stand there, silk clenched between my fingers, exposed before him like something he can decide whether to buy. I hear the sound of his belt being unbuckled, the purr of his zipper, the rustle of a condom packet opening. “I’m not done with you yet. And if I hear so much as a whimper, you’re going to take it twice as hard.”


    Silently, I wonder whether I’d better keep quiet—or whether I want to find out just how hard Jonah can give it to me tonight.


    Jonah must have one hand wrapped around the base of his cock, because he trails the head along the cleft of my ass, rubbing back and forth. Then I feel his fingers sliding in from behind me, knuckle-deep in my cunt. He pushes them in and out, obviously relishing the slick sound of it, before pulling his hand out again.


    “So wet,” he whispers. His hand curves around the front of my throat, fingers still warm and sticky. “I knew you wanted it.”


    And he thrusts inside, in one savage motion.


    My entire body tenses. Jonah’s width and length stretches me, tests me, makes me burn. His grip around my throat tightens, not enough to cut off my air, but enough to suggest the threat. Jonah holds me in place as he starts to move in long, hard strokes. My body still reels in the aftershock of my orgasm, and the renewed pressure of Jonah’s cock inside me brings me back to the brink in mere seconds. As responsive as I am, I’ve never come twice this close together. But Jonah’s going to bring me there.


    From where he holds me against the wall, the side of my face pressed to the plaster, I can see our shadows painted blurrily on the floor by the few lights far overhead. Our shapes are elongated, stretched thin. As Jonah pumps into me, faster and faster, I watch the undulation of his shadow. I watch him dominate me. Use me.


    Just beyond the curtain, people laugh and talk, completely unaware that only a few feet away, I’m spread out against a wall, being fucked mercilessly.


    His breathing has become ragged. He tightens his hand around my throat—unconsciously this time, I think. Jonah’s getting close. If I want to come with him, I need more, and I know how to get it.


    My tongue traces my open lips before I whimper, “No.”


    This time the choke hold around my neck is real. As I gasp for air, Jonah says, “I warned you.”


    He spins me around, making me gasp, then forces me face-first onto the table. My feet remain on the floor; he has me bent at a ninety-degree angle, which means that when he yanks up my skirt again, I’m completely exposed to him. Then Jonah starts to pound into me, so hard it feels as if he wants to break me. He might. The table creaks and rocks beneath me; I grip the edges to hang on as his free hand once again finds my throat. I can breathe—barely—but his grip keeps me dizzy and light-headed. It sharpens the edge of my fear. Jonah fucks me, and he fucks me and then I’m coming again, pulsing hard around his cock as he remains totally still. My entire body shudders with the force of it. It’s like I can’t see, or move; if I were still pressed into the wall instead of on this table, I think I’d fall. Only after a moment do I get enough of my mind back to realize that Jonah’s breathing slower. His cock twitches once inside me, and I realize he came at the exact moment I did.


    Jonah’s fingers release my neck as he leans back. Gently he strokes a soft cloth between my legs—a handkerchief, I guess—cleaning me before he pulls my skirt down. I sit up, my arms shaking. This time, when Jonah pulls me to him, his hands are gentle, his touch soft. I brace myself against his chest, letting my head loll back as I breathe slow and deep. By now a faint sheen of sweat covers my skin; he brushes loose tendrils of hair away from my forehead.


    “All right?” he whispers. I’ll never get over how much his voice changes when we shift from fantasy to reality.


    “Yeah.”


    “Did you like your surprise?”


    “Very much.” I look up at him then, so that our eyes meet. Jonah’s breathing as hard as I am, but his openmouthed grin is one of triumph. Why not? I would call this whole arrangement the definition of a win-win scenario.


    We find a trash can for his condom and the remnants of my underwear. Then it’s smooth, tuck, zip, check. When he’s pulled together, he brushes the green silk of my gown with his fingertips. “Hope I didn’t wreck your dress.”


    This man can go from pretending to choke and rape me one minute to worrying about crumpling my gown the next. “It’s all right,” I say, though honestly it is a bit wrinkled. Nobody’s going to care, and at least it won’t be wet. “You must’ve realized I would come to this, because of Geordie.”


    “No, I didn’t realize your ex-boyfriend played such a big role in your life.” There’s an edge to those words, but Jonah moves on. “I saw you across the room. You looked so beautiful—that dress clinging to your breasts and your ass and even this little swell—”


    His fingers slide between my legs, pressing the small mound there, rubbing one knuckle against my clit. I close my eyes and wish he could take me again right now, this moment.


    But he won’t. He always ends as soon as we’re done. What if sometime I invited him to claim me for longer? To take me captive for an entire night?


    Jonah must see how aroused I still am, but he draws his hand away. “I saw you and I knew it had to be tonight. Did my best to stay out of sight until I had my chance.”


    This was improvised? Damn, he’s good. “What were you planning instead?”


    He shakes his head, like I’m a naughty girl. “You’ll find out when the time comes.”


    “You get to the pick the next scenario,” I whisper. “Is that what you’re going to give me? Another surprise?”


    “I don’t know yet.” Jonah leans closer and frames my face in his hands. Our lips brush against each other as he says, “All I know is—next time I’m going to come in your mouth.”


    God, yes. Right now I want him in my mouth so badly that it’s all I can do not to sink to my knees. Instead I nod, wordlessly accepting this and everything else he’d ever want to do to me.


    “Perfection,” he murmurs, and then he kisses me. It’s a swift kiss, yet openmouthed, and our tongues touch for one instant.


    But then Jonah steps back, turns, and walks offstage. I stand there alone.


    Once I feel like I can walk straight, I pull myself back together. I find a bit of the campus newspaper to toss in the trash can, so the janitor or whoever won’t be traumatized by the sight of Jonah’s condom and my torn underwear. No small wet spots mar the green silk of my dress. Did Jonah bruise my throat? I doubt it—and even if he did, the marks won’t show yet. So all I have to do is take a few deep breaths and walk back into the party.


    Carmen and Geordie are talking nearby; Geordie spots me immediately and waves. I start heading in their direction, but I can’t help looking around the room for Jonah. Probably, after this, he won’t hang around long.


    Sure enough, as I glance toward the exit, I see Jonah pushing the door open, about to walk out onto the street. But he holds the door a few moments longer, for someone else—


    I recognize the woman in the white dress I spoke to briefly in the bathroom. She beams up at Jonah, whose arm slips around her shoulders as they walk out side by side.


    She wasn’t just someone he was being polite to.


    That woman was Jonah’s date.
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    Jonah smiled at her.


    That’s the part that gets me. Jonah Marks comes across as cold, even forbidding, to most of the people he meets. I’ve seen another side of him—hotter than flame—but even when he’s got his hands on my body, even when he’s inside me, his smile is hard. Fierce.


    To the woman in the white dress he gave a smile so warm that I know she’s not a mere acquaintance. She’s someone he cares about, deeply.


    And yet he’s fucking me.


    I never asked if he was seeing anyone else. It seemed to go without saying. Now, however, phrases he said that first night we spoke at Carmen’s ring louder in my memory—about other girls he tried this with, and how it never worked. They didn’t want to play rough. I think you do.


    At that moment, I should’ve asked whether there was someone else in his life. Maybe the mysterious woman in white had already rejected his fantasy. Is he cheating on her with me because she can’t, or won’t, give him what he really wants?


    That’s no excuse, even if it’s true. But I can’t stop wondering.


    I realize I’m jumping to some conclusions here. There’s no guarantee the woman I saw was Jonah’s girlfriend, or that the two of them share any kind of committed relationship. I could’ve misinterpreted that smile. Possibly she’s just a beautiful woman he asked out for a night.


    Even that is too much for me.


    •••


    In the morning I send Jonah a text: We need to talk, ASAP.


    Unlike me, Jonah understands the rules of remaining strangers. He doesn’t ask why, just gives me a time and place. So, just after lunch, I walk through one of the quads toward a bench where Jonah sits, waiting for me.


    Even from a distance, I know him. We’re surrounded by students, who slouch around in their ubiquitous sweatshirts and pajama bottoms. Jonah wears gray pants and a black shirt, nothing fancy, but still clothes that tell anyone that he’s not an overgrown boy. He’s a man.


    I’m wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a scarf wound around my neck—which looks casual but is there to hide the faint bruises of Jonah’s hand on my throat. Yet he looks at me like I’m the sexiest woman on earth.


    Even now he intoxicates me. I think he always will.


    He rises from the bench as I walk to him, an old-fashioned, almost chivalrous gesture that touches me in a way I can’t define. As we sit down together, he says, “Is everything all right?”


    “No.” I take a deep breath. “Jonah, I can’t keep doing this. Meeting you. Playing out our—scenes. It has to stop.”


    At first he says nothing. His expression remains cool. Is he that controlled? Will he just get up and walk away like none of it ever happened?


    But it couldn’t have ended any other way.


    Finally Jonah speaks. “You weren’t unhappy with—what I did at the benefit.”


    “No.” God, no. When I think about the way he slid his fingers inside my panties, I want to take back everything I’ve said, grab him by the collar, and drag him into the nearest building for a quickie in the stairwell. It would be as scorching hot as every other time Jonah’s put his hands on my skin.


    And it would only be delaying the inevitable.


    I take a deep breath. “This isn’t about anything you did wrong. Okay? You’ve kept every promise. You made me feel safe at moments I don’t think any other man could have, ever. And you—” My voice breaks. Dammit. I pull myself together. “You saw something in me I’ve always hated and made me feel less ashamed of it for a while. So thanks for that. And the sex. Definitely thanks for the sex.”


    My crooked smile doesn’t fool him for a moment. Jonah leans forward; he brings his hand closer to me, as if he’ll touch my shoulder, but rests it on the back of the bench instead. “Vivienne, what’s wrong?”


    This is normally where I bunt. Where I take the gentlest, easiest out for everyone involved, so we can walk away with no hurt feelings, no unresolved conflicts.


    I’ve always thought of it as consideration, or poise. Doreen says it’s dishonesty, and asks me what would happen if for once in my life I just told the ugly truth and let people deal with it.


    Jonah already knows one of my uglier truths. What the hell.


    “I thought I could have sex outside a relationship, with no strings attached,” I say. “I did in undergrad, like anyone else. Probably I could do it again with someone else. But you and me—it’s not a normal situation. Not only because of, you know, the fantasy—” I glance around, but few students walk anywhere near us, and every single one is either wearing earbuds or absorbed in their cell phone. “It’s more complicated than that.”


    “Our arrangement is simple,” he says flatly. “We were very specific about what this would be and how we would handle it.”


    “This isn’t about logistics.” I look upward at a pale gray sky, the kind you see when the clouds have claimed the entire sky. Truth. Tell the real truth. “Jonah, every time I’m with you, it’s more than sex. Every time, I turn myself over to you, completely. I have to give you total control, and total trust.”


    “I haven’t abused that trust, have I?”


    Shaking my head, I say, “No. But don’t you see? I don’t just fuck you, Jonah. I bare my soul to you. Then we go back to being almost strangers to each other. The disconnect is getting to me, and I don’t think I can handle it anymore.”


    Despite all our rules and resolutions, I have begun to have feelings for Jonah. To feel jealous of other women he might touch. To want to have not just his body but his heart. That means I want too much. Which in turn means I have to get out, now.


    Jonah’s gray eyes become distant. The steel wall he keeps between himself and the rest of the world now separates us too. “If that’s how you feel.”


    It’s not. I’m still drawn to this man in a way I’ve never felt for anyone else. While I thought that connection was purely sexual, I reveled in his power over me.


    But now I want more from Jonah, and I have no idea what more would be. All I know is it’s not what either of us said when this began.


    Goddammit, I’m going to cry. Not out here in the quad. Not in front of Jonah. I don’t have the strength for that kind of honesty; I’m all out. So I stand up. “This truly doesn’t have anything to do with you, okay? You were—my ultimate fantasy. Thanks for making that come true.”


    Then I walk away. I never look back; I never stop hoping he’ll call my name, or run to my side, catch my arm, and keep me from leaving.


    He doesn’t.


    •••


    “You feeling okay?” Arturo says that evening, as we hang out in front of one of our favorite food trucks.


    “Sure.” I scrape my shoes back and forth in the gravel beneath this red picnic bench. All around us, groups of people are eating the best fish tacos in town from small plastic baskets, using their cups to hold down brown paper napkins that would otherwise flutter away in the breeze. Shay’s gone to the truck across the lot to get us some churros for dessert. Nearby, a grackle hops toward our table and cocks his head in the hope we’ll drop a bit of food he can steal. Overhead, strands of kitschy multicolored lights with big, fat, 1970s-style bulbs stretch between the trailers and the tall tree near the road.


    Arturo gives me a look. “That was the least enthusiastic ‘sure’ I’ve heard in a while.”


    “I’m fine. Really. Just—having a down day.”


    No doubt Arturo knows better than that, but he also knows when to let something go. “We all have those sometimes. You know what fixes down days? Tacos. So get to work, girl.”


    “I think I’d rather fix today with churros,” I reply, because I see Shay walking back toward us. But then I realize she doesn’t have the churros. She has one hand to her forehead and is walking slowly.


    Getting to his feet, Arturo puts a hand out to support her. “Feeling light-headed again?”


    “Yeah.” Her smile is weak and watery. “You know, I don’t want to stick around for dessert. Can we just go home?”


    “Sure, honey,” Arturo says. I mean to tell them it’s fine with me too, but that’s when I happen to glance downward.


    When I see the red droplets of blood on Shay’s white tennis shoes.


    “Shay—” I get up and support her other arm. “Don’t freak out, but—”


    “Oh, my God.” Now she’s seen it too, and as we stare downward, another drop falls onto the gravel. And another.


    “We’re going to the hospital,” Arturo says. “Don’t move, okay? I’m driving the car right here. You’ve got her, Vivienne?”


    “Yeah, of course, go!” As Arturo runs for the car, I squeeze Shay’s hand. “You should probably sit down.”


    “I’m okay,” she says faintly, as if nothing in particular is happening. I realize she’s on the verge of shock. So I put my arms around her to hold her steady and upright until Arturo gets to us—he’s already in the car, best to let her stand so we can get her into the vehicle and on the way as fast as possible. Shay’s head rests against my shoulder; the skin of her forehead is cool and clammy.


    I’m scared, or so I think, until I look down and see the bloodstain spreading across her white skirt, darker and wider every moment. That’s when I discover just how scared I can be.


    •••


    “Please, can Dr. Campbell come?” Shay pleads as the orderlies wheel her stretcher down the hospital corridor. Arturo and I jog beside them; he’s determined to stay with her until the moment they physically pry him away, and I want to be with him when that happens. “Is she coming?”


    “An obstetrician will be here any second,” says a nurse in yellow scrubs.


    “But I want my own doctor—” Shay’s voice is so faint. It sounds like she might pass out at any second.


    As they get her into a room and strap a fetal heart monitor around her belly, Arturo clasps her hand. “It’s going to be okay,” he says. “It’s got to be.”


    Please, I pray to a God I believe in but rarely speak to. Please let Shay be all right. Please let the baby live.


    I’m ushered out just as the OB-GYN runs in, and I hear Arturo say, “Dr. Campbell!” before the door shuts. So her doctor was the one on duty anyway. Maybe that’s proof God’s looking out for the baby after all. Or maybe it’s just dumb luck. Either way, I’ll take it.


    For the next couple of hours, I have two jobs. The first is to sit in the waiting room and try not to cry. The second—and worst—is to call Carmen and tell her what’s happening. Carmen arrives about ten minutes after she hangs up, in the faded jeans and ratty T-shirt I know she only wears when she’s working on her thesis. When she sits beside me, I hug her tightly; now we can only hang on.


    Carmen whispers, “They think I don’t want them to have the baby, and if they lose it—”


    “They’re not going to. And you’re going to be a great Tia Carmen. Wait and see. Hey, you want to help me throw the baby shower? Shay would love that.”


    Slowly, Carmen nods. So I start talking about presents and party games and cupcakes and everything else I can think of that could possibly be at a baby shower, in the hope that all that pink and yellow and baby blue will erase the memory of dark red blood.


    Finally Arturo walks into the waiting room. He looks exhausted and pale—but not broken. “She’s okay.”


    “Dios mío.” Carmen jumps up to embrace her brother, and he hugs her back tightly. “What happened?”


    “Something about the placenta—we have to watch it, but for now it’s okay. Shay can even come home soon.” His smile is crooked. “And the baby’s just fine.”


    Carmen starts crying harder, and Arturo starts too. I might be an informally adopted sibling, but I realize sometimes I need to butt out and let them have a minute.


    I walk out into the corridor and catch the attention of the nearest nurse. “Can Shay Gillespie-Ortiz have visitors yet?”


    The answer comes from someone standing behind me, “Not right now.”


    I turn around to see the obstetrician, a young woman wearing a doctor’s long white coat with the name tag Dr. Rosalind Campbell. She’s smiling, which ought to be the only thing that matters. But it isn’t.


    I’ve seen this woman before. She was wearing white then, too. I saw her the night of the charity gala, first when we complimented each other’s dresses—and then when she left, with Jonah’s arm around her.
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    At first all I can think is, of course she’s a doctor. Rosalind Campbell, the woman in Jonah’s life, is stunningly beautiful, has impeccable taste in clothing, is friendly with strangers, and practices medicine. Couldn’t she at least have a wart or something?


    But concern for Shay and the baby quickly eclipses my pettiness. “Arturo said she had something wrong with her placenta—isn’t that serious? Does she have to stay in the hospital?”


    Rosalind puts her hand on my shoulder for a moment as she begins walking, tactfully leading me farther away from the patient area. “I realize you’re a close friend, but I can’t divulge a patient’s personal information to anyone but her next of kin. However, if you want to know about placenta previa in general—it’s what happens when the placenta is located wholly or primarily in the lower part of the uterus. At this later stage of pregnancy, the placenta can rub against the unfolding uterus, and bleeding can occur. The condition occurs in varying degrees of seriousness, from mothers requiring immediate C-section to those we can monitor on an outpatient basis.”


    Arturo already said Shay could come home soon, so she must be on the less dangerous end of the scale. I breathe out in relief. “It helps to know that. Thanks so much.”


    “You’re welcome,” Rosalind says. “And—forgive me, but do I know you? I can’t shake the feeling that we’ve met before.”


    “Um. Yeah.” Until very recently I was acting out violent sexual fantasies with your boyfriend. “We ran into each other at the public interest law benefit last weekend. In the restroom. We had mutual dress envy.”


    Instantly Rosalind’s eyes light up. “That gorgeous green silk. Of course! Do you know, I looked for one like it online? No luck so far.” Politely she holds out her hand. “Rosalind Campbell.”


    As we shake hands, I say, “Vivienne Charles.”


    Rosalind’s smile widens, and her fingers give mine a tiny, conspiratorial squeeze. “Oh! So you’re Jonah’s Vivienne.”


    She knows who I am. She’s not angry. She called me Jonah’s Vivienne. “Excuse me?”


    “I’m the guilty one who stole him as my date the other night.” Rosalind shrugs, smiling. “Hope you didn’t mind. What a pity we didn’t run into you together—we could’ve met then, under less stressful circumstances.”


    Rosalind was Jonah’s date, but she knows Jonah and I have been together, and she doesn’t mind, and I understand exactly zero of this. “We need to talk. Do you have a minute?”


    Although Rosalind seems surprised by my question, she nods. “Sure.”


    She leads me into a nearby examination room, empty and awaiting its next patient. Rosalind closes the door behind us and—perhaps by habit—I sit on the patient’s table, while she claims the doctor’s chair. It’s like I’ve come to her for a diagnosis.


    “All right,” Rosalind says, “what’s this about? You don’t look like you’re about to tell me where you bought your gown.”


    “It’s about Jonah—”


    “Oh, no.” She holds her hands up to ward off my next words. “I don’t give romantic advice to anyone. Never turns out well.”


    “That’s not what I meant. Just—Jonah obviously told you about me, but he never told me about you. I didn’t see you with him until the two of you left the benefit together, and—I guess I don’t understand your relationship.”


    Her eyes widen. “Oh, no, no! Jonah and I are friends. That’s all.”


    “Just friends?” My voice sounds more skeptical than I meant for it to. It’s hard for me to imagine any woman being near Jonah and not wanting to rip his clothes off.


    Rosalind begins to smile. “I happen to be very much in love with one of the best chefs in town—and luckily for me, she’s not the jealous type.”


    She. Well, that explains why Rosalind doesn’t want to jump Jonah’s bones.


    “Candace and I have lived together for more than a year now,” Rosalind continues. “But the down side of being involved with a chef is that they’re unavailable several evenings a week. Since babies don’t keep to a timetable, my schedule is unpredictable as well. So I often find myself alone on a rare free night when I’d like to see a movie or go to a party, and sometimes I enlist Jonah to come with me.”


    “Got it,” I say. “And I’m feeling pretty stupid right now.”


    Rosalind laughs, but not unkindly. “It’s all right. I hope I didn’t start a lover’s quarrel.”


    “Not exactly.”


    Maybe I should feel elated. Jonah doesn’t have a girlfriend. He wasn’t using me to cheat, or having sex with somebody else, any of that.


    But Jonah’s behavior isn’t the issue. My jealousy is.


    The envy and fear I felt when I saw Jonah and Rosalind together told me a truth I’d wanted to deny: I want more from Jonah. More than sex, more than this twisted fantasy that imprisons us both. I have no idea what more could mean, for us.


    Nothing, probably. Jonah made it very clear from the very first time he suggested our arrangement that he wasn’t looking for romance.


    And it terrifies me that I feel this way about a man who pretended to rape me.


    Rosalind says, “I’m not one bit surprised he didn’t get around to telling you about me yet, much less introducing us. Jonah’s one of the most private people I’ve ever met.”


    I nod as I realize just how strong those steel walls around him truly are.


    “So, if I’ve set your mind at ease, I should get back to work.” She rises and goes to the door, but pauses with a hand on the knob. “One last thing—”


    “—yeah?”


    “Jonah almost never talks about his personal life. But he talked about you.”


    My reckless heart aches and warms at the same moment. “What did he say?”


    “Very little. Your name, that you were someone he’d spent time with. He spoke about you just today, actually, when we grabbed a quick dinner—he worried he’d upset you. That’s about it,” Rosalind says. “Which is more information than he’s given me about any other woman in his life in the four years we’ve been friends. Whatever else is going on—you’re important to him.” Rosalind gives me a crooked smile. “So if I’m what you were upset about, no more worries, all right?”


    I want to believe her. I want it too much. Right now I might make myself believe anything if it meant going back to Jonah.


    More lightly, Rosalind says, “Good-bye, Vivienne. I’m sure we’ll see each other around, one way or another.”


    Then she’s gone, and I sit alone in the examination room for a few long minutes, feeling a kind of pain no medicine can cure.


    Once I’ve pulled myself together, I go back to the waiting room. Arturo and Carmen are still in tears, but after some more hugging and lots of Kleenex, Arturo returns to Shay’s side. Carmen and I make an emergency Target run.


    “She’ll want socks,” Carmen says, pushing the red shopping cart toward the women’s section. “Soft fuzzy socks, so her feet won’t be cold. And could we get her a maternity nightgown, or does she have to wear that stupid hospital one the entire time? I bet she does. Well, would she want any pillows? Maybe the ones in the hospital suck. Anyway, everybody likes extra pillows.”


    “Calm down, okay?” If I don’t stop her, she’s likely to walk out of here with half the store’s merchandise. “Shay only asked for some snacks and something new to read. Let’s just grab that and get back to her before visiting hours are over.”


    Carmen looks like she might start crying again. “I just want to take care of her.”


    “I know. And Shay knows that too, okay?” I give Carmen a quick hug around the shoulders.


    She isn’t convinced. “I dug myself a pretty deep hole.”


    “Well—yeah. But you can’t shop your way out of it. Let’s listen to Shay and Arturo for a while. Take your cues from them.”


    Finally Carmen nods. “But I still think the socks are a good idea.”


    “They are, aren’t they?” So we pick up some of those, too.


    Our visit to Shay’s bedside is necessarily brief—visiting hours are ending, and she’s clearly tired and emotional. Carmen babbles on about the stuff we bought, while I set the granola bars and cups of applesauce nearby, where she can reach them. Arturo keeps his hand in Shay’s the entire time.


    As I drive home that night, I keep thinking about the way Arturo and Shay held hands. Today they faced unbelievable pain and fear, together. Arturo kept himself together for Shay’s sake even when he must have been on the verge of panic—and in the hospital room afterward, even as she lay on the brink of exhaustion, Shay somehow summoned the strength to comfort Arturo too.


    Their ages don’t matter. Whatever it is that binds people together through a lifetime—the kind of love that allows them to transcend themselves for the sake of someone else—Shay and Arturo have it.


    As for me? I have complicated feelings for a complicated man. Rosalind says some of those feelings might be returned—but all Jonah told her was my name.


    When I walk through my front door, I breathe a heavy sigh of relief. Even the silence sounds sweet. My little home has never felt more like a cozy shelter from the rest of the world. I ought to prep next week’s lectures, but forget doing any constructive work tonight. Every nerve I have is fried. I’m going to change into a T-shirt and leggings, warm up some soup for dinner, and spend the next couple of hours curled on the sofa rereading an Agatha Christie. Maybe then I can fall asleep.


    I wiggle into my leggings and throw on the tee before I realize how long it’s been since I checked my phone. Right now I couldn’t care less about answering any work e-mails—but I ought to turn the ringer back on, in case Carmen or Arturo calls during the night. So I do that and quickly scan through the e-mail to see if there’s anything I should answer.


    And there’s a note from Jonah.


    The subject line reads only, On my wall.


    What’s that supposed to mean? I open the e-mail—which has a file attached—and the first line reads, Take a look.


    I can’t imagine what Jonah might have sent me. My first thought is that he broke his word—that he secretly recorded us having sex after all—but no. He wouldn’t do that. Then what? Jonah’s not the dick pic type, thank goodness.


    So I click on the attachment, and gasp.


    There, hanging on an exposed brick wall, is the etching I donated to the charity benefit. It’s already been framed in simple dark pewter that highlights the lines and shades of the etching itself. The strong hands cradle the little dove tenderly, brutish power devoted to the safety and protection of a fragile thing.


    I liked the etching before. Obviously, since I made it. But seeing it in Jonah’s possession moves me on a level I would never have expected. The image means even more to me than it did before—because it has revealed something inside Jonah’s heart.


    The rest of Jonah’s e-mail reads:


    This caught my eye at the auction even before I walked over to make a bid. Imagine how I felt when I searched for the artist’s name and saw yours there. I put in a bid large enough to discourage any further competition—with success, as you can see.


    You’re exceptionally talented, Vivienne. This is a side of you I never got to see. Every time I look at this etching, I’m reminded of how much I never learned about you.


    I won’t ask you to resume our arrangement. I’ve always agreed that the moment you said stop, it would all end, and I intend to keep my word. You’re safe from me, Vivienne. You always were, but I wanted to say it again.


    If you ever want to talk, you know how to contact me.


    —Jonah


    If I talk to him even once more, we’ll start over. It won’t be a week before he has me back in his thrall. In my mind, his ragged voice whispers, Next time I’m going to come in your mouth.


    He still wants that. He’s still thinking about that. He can write this, look at this tender image, and still daydream about forcing a woman to her knees and raping her mouth.


    How can those two parts of him coexist? How can I yearn for Jonah while I continue to fear the darkness inside him?


    Doreen would ask why I’m even reading this e-mail. Common sense would too. I walked away with my dignity—or whatever’s left of it after I let Jonah fuck me senseless in his car. Everything is clear between us. No hurt feelings. No further complications.


    The best move is not to answer him, now or ever.


    I click reply.
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    One of my favorite restaurants in town is the Elizabeth Street Cafe. Technically it serves Vietnamese cuisine, but the mood of the place is far more eclectic than that. The waitresses all wear floral cotton dresses as they serve up classics like pho ga, or local variations on traditional dishes, like the rice noodle bowl with ranch flank steak.


    It’s a good place to eat. More to the point—they have tables outside, reasonably far apart. If you want to have a private conversation over dinner without being overheard, this setup is ideal.


    Which is why I asked Jonah to meet me here.


    I get there a little early; he gets there a couple minutes late. Although we both smile as he joins me at the table, the moment feels undeniably awkward. I know how to negotiate with this man. I know how to surrender to him. Now I have to figure out how to talk to him like a normal person. That might be the hardest part.


    The picnic table I chose is at the far end of Elizabeth’s outdoor section, so we’ll have as much privacy as possible. We look like any other patrons—both of us in jeans and long-sleeved T-shirts, mine white, his black. Normally Jonah’s cheeks bear some stubble, but he’s completely clean-shaven tonight. I realize he did that for me.


    “I’m glad you e-mailed,” he says, instead of hello.


    “Same here.” It was Jonah’s e-mail that changed things. I want to tell him that, but words don’t come. He doesn’t speak either, though he looks completely cool and at ease. I bet I don’t. The silence stretches between us until, embarrassed, I try to laugh. “It’s so hard to know how to begin.”


    “We haven’t had much opportunity for small talk.”


    I laugh again, for real, and am rewarded with a small smile. “No. We haven’t.” Okay, we’ve got to begin somewhere, so we might as well plunge in. “I’m glad you like the etching.”


    “It’s extraordinary.” Jonah doesn’t say it like he’s trying to suck up to me. He sounds like he’s describing artwork in a museum. As if this were objective fact instead of his opinion. “It’s... precise. Complicated. I can only imagine the hours of work it took. Yet the image doesn’t feel stiff or unnatural. Instead it’s like—like you captured a moment in time.”


    People have praised me more effusively, including guys trying to get into my pants. None of them made me feel as flattered as Jonah just did. “Thank you,” I say, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “You really bid on it before you saw I was the artist?”


    “Technically, no, because I read the label before I wrote my bid down. But I intended to bid from the first moment I saw it across the room.” Even in a more casual setting, his smile remains fierce. “I might have bid sooner, if I hadn’t seen you first. After that I was... distracted.”


    The two of us locked together, hidden from the world by red velvet, Jonah buried inside me up to the hilt—the memories bring a flush to my cheeks. It would be easy to let myself get distracted, to start planning the next time.


    But there I go again, dodging a hard truth. Better to just say it. “That night, at the benefit, I saw you with a woman I thought might’ve been your date.”


    “What?” Apparently Rosalind hasn’t spoken to Jonah about our conversation. When she said she didn’t meddle in her friends’ romantic lives, she must have meant it. “No, no. I went with a friend.”


    “I realize that now. Even when I first saw her, I knew she might not have been someone you were romantically involved with, or interested in. It just didn’t matter.” Saying this out loud is so hard. “Our arrangement was supposed to be sex only. You and I were supposed to remain almost strangers. So I shouldn’t have cared so much whether someone was in your life. I mean—I don’t cheat, and I don’t spend time with guys who would be cheating. But that wasn’t the part that got under my skin. I was jealous. I didn’t want another woman anywhere near you. It’s that simple.”


    Jonah remains quiet for a few long moments. Then he says, “Your ex was there. Geordie, is that his name?”


    “Yeah.” I’m surprised Jonah knows that. “We’re not involved anymore. We never will be again.”


    “I know. But when I saw you near him, and I knew that he’d had you—that he’d slept with you more times than I ever had, that he’s gone down on you, that you’ve come for him—I wanted to put my fist through a wall.”


    That shouldn’t turn me on nearly as much as it does.


    “Normally I’m not the possessive type,” Jonah continues. As coolly as he speaks, I can now glimpse the uncertainty deep within those gray eyes. “With you, I’m jealous of everyone who ever touched you.”


    Should that be a huge red flag? Maybe. But when I saw him with Rosalind and didn’t understand the truth about them, it made me crazy.


    I can’t blame Jonah for irrational jealousy when I’m in its grip myself.


    “We haven’t spoken that much outside our—games,” he says. “We both obeyed the rules. So I shouldn’t feel close to you. Not this close.”


    After a long moment, I reply, “Really you only know one important thing about me. But the one thing you know is the single most intimate, private thing I’ve ever shared with anyone. That’s why I said I bared my soul to you, every time. That’s why this relationship feels like—”


    Like what? I don’t have the words for it... or I’m afraid to say them. Maybe Jonah’s afraid too. He says nothing, but he nods. I tell myself it’s enough that he understands.


    “You’re the only woman who ever fully realized what I wanted from this fantasy.” Jonah meets my eyes more evenly than I was able to meet his. “I always thought any woman who would understand that would be—”


    “Frightened?” I ask.


    Jonah nods again, even though suddenly I feel certain that’s not at all what he’d planned to say. But he continues, “I think we both made some assumptions about each other that aren’t true. But you’re right. Doing what we’ve done, sharing what we’ve shared—we’ve revealed more than we planned. So we feel more bound to each other than we ever meant to.”


    Bound to him. Yes. That’s it. Even though I still wonder what kind of man Jonah is—even though the roots of his fantasy continue to puzzle and unnerve me—I am already bound to Jonah Marks.


    For better or for worse, he’s bound to me too.


    “How do we keep going?” I whisper.


    There’s his fierce smile again. “You still want to play.”


    “Yes.” A thousand illicit dreams remain unfulfilled inside me. Jonah can make them come true. I want that as much as I’ve ever wanted anything.


    “Then we have to go back to square one.”


    “What does that mean?”


    Jonah’s smile changes. Gentles. “I guess we go out on our first date.”


    “First date?” Now? After we’ve already fucked like animals? As absurd as it is, the idea charms me, and I realize I’m grinning back at him. “Do you mean tonight?”


    “No.” He seems almost offended by the idea. “We’ll make a whole evening of it. Talk and walk around town and—”


    “Act like normal people.”


    He nods. “If we can.”


    I start to laugh. Jonah doesn’t, but he’s smiling down at me, and I know—we’re actually going to try this.


    •••


    It’s all delightful fun until you have to explain your life choices to your shrink.


    “To say I have mixed feelings about this,” Doreen said, “would be putting it lightly.”


    “You’re not supposed to give opinions about my life. That’s not what therapists do, right? They listen.”


    Doreen shoots me a look. “Have we ever had a traditional patient-therapist relationship?”


    “No,” I admit.


    “And I doubt we’re going to start now. Besides, I gave you my opinion when you asked whether I could ‘believe this.’ If you weren’t uncertain about your decision, you wouldn’t have asked.”


    She just poked through the bubble of giddiness I’ve floated in since Jonah and I spoke two nights earlier. All the concerns I had—that I still have—become clear once more.


    She says, “I have to admit, I feared your meetings with Jonah would prove destructive, and they haven’t. The shame you’ve carried about your rape fantasy has diminished to some degree. Both he and you took precautions to ensure your safety. Best-case scenario, I’d say. But you need to be aware what you’re doing now—merging your fantasy life and your emotional life; that’s about a thousand times more complicated.”


    “What’s going to be so different?” I snap.


    “You tell me.”


    I hate it when Doreen makes me answer my own questions, mostly because I usually do know the answers. They’re just answers I don’t like. For a moment I fidget on the couch—pushing up the arms of my white cardigan, curling my feet beneath me. But I can’t postpone replying for long. “... I still wonder what kind of a man has such powerful fantasies about rape. When we play our games, he knows exactly what would scare me. He knows how to be cruel. He’s thought about that a lot.”


    “That’s a valid consideration.”


    “How can I judge him for that when I have rape fantasies too?”


    “You know why you’re so fixated on them. You don’t know why he is.”


    I want to tell Doreen my theories about his family—about his anger with his mother, the way her threats might have taught him about violence. However, I remain quiet. Doreen would simply say that it’s only a theory, with absolutely no proof to support it. She would be correct.


    More gently, Doreen says, “Have you ever considered telling Jonah the truth about your rape?”


    “No.” The word comes out more sharply than I intended.


    “You’ve still never told anyone besides your mother and me, have you?”


    I shake my head. “Nobody else.”


    One time, years later, I tried to tell Chloe the truth about that night. But she shut me down before I’d even revealed the whole story, telling me I’d always been jealous of her, asking whether I’d come on to any of her other boyfriends. It wasn’t exactly a moment for the Sisterly Bonding Hall of Fame. So Chloe still doesn’t know. “Refusing to believe” is the same as “not knowing,” right? For my sister, it might as well be.


    “It’s your secret. A piece of your life that’s yours to share or not to share, as you see fit. You never have to tell a soul if you don’t want to.” Doreen has never tried to make me feel ashamed of my own silence, for which I’m deeply grateful. Sometimes I see courageous rape survivors on television or the Internet, braving clueless commentators or vicious trolls to speak out about their experiences, and my admiration of them is mirrored by my own sense of cowardice. She continues, “But keeping this secret from Jonah—giving him that kind of power, without knowing how deep your wounds lie—”


    “I’ve handled it so far,” I say. Which is true.


    So far, though, Jonah and I have played “softer” games. Ones where I could easily reassert myself at any second. I want more than that from him, though. I want him to tie me up. I want him to fight me, to defeat me.


    I want him to own me.


    When the sex between Jonah and me turned out to be so freaking amazing, I thought maybe I’d disarmed Anthony’s power over me, for good. What if I only buried the bomb deeper? As Jonah and I dig further into my darkest fantasies, we might be getting closer to the fuse.


    Doreen says, “Your involvement with Jonah so far has worked well because you set boundaries. Without those boundaries—what happens?”


    “I don’t know,” I admit, but I lift my chin. “I guess I’ll find out.”


    •••


    “Come on,” Shay gripes Thursday afternoon, as Carmen fusses around her. “Dr. Campbell put me on bed rest. Not in traction.”


    “Still, the closer all your stuff is, the better.” Carmen steps back to admire her work: a semicircle of remotes, magazines, and snacks all around Shay’s place in bed. “The iPad is at one hundred percent, but the charger is here on the nightstand when you need it. And here’s my Netflix password! So you can watch movies all you want. Now, do you need some ginger ale? Maybe some apple juice?”


    Shay gives me a slightly helpless look, and I stifle a giggle. She’s gone from having not nearly enough of Carmen’s attention to having way too much of it. In the long run, I think this is a good thing; Shay can no longer doubt how much Carmen truly does care about her. But right now, Carmen is getting on both our nerves.


    I take Carmen by the shoulders. “Enjoy the Netflix,” I say. “And let us know if you need anything. Now Carmen and I have work to do.”


    “But we’ll be back tomorrow!” Carmen promises. “As soon as our last classes are over!”


    Looks like I can’t put this off any longer. “... I won’t, actually.”


    Carmen looks at me, stricken, as if I’d shot Bambi’s mom. Shay simply smiles. “Got a hot date?”


    She’s joking. Why did she have to pick that joke? “Well, yeah.”


    “Really? You’ve been holding out on us!” Shay perks up, excited for me—and probably relieved to no longer be the center of attention. “Who’s the guy? Anyone we know?”


    “Well, you know him, Shay. And I guess you might’ve met him at the party, Carmen. Do you remember Jonah Marks? He’s one of the earth sciences professors?”


    Carmen might be distracted by Shay’s condition right now, but her sharp mind never forgets a single detail. “The guy with the great arms.”


    I have to laugh. “They’re pretty good, yeah.”


    Shay, meanwhile, stares at me as if I’d suddenly begun speaking in Hindustani. “Jonah... Marks,” she repeats. “The same one I know.”


    “The one and only.” I feel so shy talking about him, as if I were going out on my first date ever. “Remember how I told you Jonah helped me with that flat tire? Well, we talked some at the party—and then we ran into each other again at the charity event for Geordie’s organization—and tomorrow night we’re going to get some dinner.”


    Each and every word I said was the truth. Just not the whole truth.


    “Okay. Wow.” Shay blinks, then pulls herself together. “I’ve never talked to him much, but like I said, he’s pretty cool to work for. He’s so quiet, though. Hardly ever says a word.”


    Already I feel protective of him. “He’s not a cold person. Just reserved.”


    “Oh, sure, definitely,” Shay says, nodding quickly. She’d never trash-talk anyone. Already, I can tell, she’s trying to see Jonah through my eyes. Thank God she can’t.


    Carmen says, “Jonah’s quiet? Hardly seems like your type.”


    I shrug. “Turns out we have a lot in common.”


    They’ll never know what that means. Now I have to find out if what Jonah and I share can bring us together, or whether it’s destined to tear us apart.

  


  
    Twenty


    Every other time I’ve dressed for Jonah Marks, my main concern has been whether to wear underwear.


    Tonight, I have new priorities.


    He’s seen me in everything from the professional stuff I wear to teach in to trashy pink dresses to plain old T-shirts and jeans. Even though I’ve never actually been fully naked with Jonah, he’s seen every part of my body. So why am I trying on the entire contents of my closet in an attempt to find the perfect outfit tonight?


    Makes no sense. But here I am.


    After putting on and then rejecting at least ten other possibilities, I settle on something simple: a pleated black skirt, white button-up shirt with the sleeves cuffed, ballet flats, and a simple chain around my neck. It’s laid-back and pulled together, but not fancy, and, well, not that sexy.


    I mean, I think I look good in this. I wouldn’t wear it if I didn’t. But this outfit doesn’t show off my legs, my ass, my cleavage, anything like that. This is the first night Jonah and I have ever spent together that isn’t totally about sex. Tonight we’ll... talk. Somehow that feels scarier than our role-playing.


    For once I’m ready ahead of time, which means I have to find a way to wait that makes it seem like I’m not waiting. So I open Spotify and click on my contemporary jazz channel; Cassandra Wilson starts to croon, and her voice melts over me like caramel. I sink into my plush white sofa and take slow, deep breaths.


    Just for tonight, I won’t ask where this is heading. I won’t try to reconcile our sexual fantasies with the kind of people we are. I won’t bring my enormous load of emotional baggage with me.


    Tonight, I’m going to find out just what kind of person Jonah Marks really is.


    The music keeps me from hearing the car’s approach, so I startle when I hear the bell. But the song and my new resolution calm me, and I smile as I open the door. “Hi.”


    Jonah simply nods. This man isn’t big on hello. He doesn’t smile, either, but his voice is warm as he says, “You look beautiful.”


    “Thanks.” So do you, I want to add, because he does. Simple black pants that nonetheless hug his taut waist and skim past muscular thighs—a midnight blue shirt turns his gray eyes the shade of a less stormy sky—and a heavy platinum watch around one wrist, the first sign of real wealth I’ve ever seen from him. But men never understand when you call them beautiful.


    I see him glance past my shoulder, perhaps curious about the place where I live. Or maybe he’s figuring out how to get in, some night. He says only, “So—should we go?”


    Jesus, he’s ripped the clothes off my body and we’ve fucked like animals, but suddenly neither of us knows what to say. I laugh a little, and when Jonah gives me a look, I explain, “I was smoother than this at my junior prom.”


    “Same here.” A smile slowly dawns on his face. “Should I have brought a corsage?”


    “Next time. Come on, let’s go.”


    •••


    We go to a restaurant on Congress, not far from my place. Most Italian restaurants serve up the classic spaghetti and pizza, but here, the emphasis is on authentic northern Italian cuisine: roasted lemony chicken, pale white cheeses, and light, crisp Soave wine. Just inhaling the scent of the air is more delicious than most meals I’ve ever had.


    That gives Jonah and me something to talk about for approximately twenty seconds. After that, we’re sitting across the table from each other, hardly knowing what to say.


    What if I don’t like this guy at all? I wonder. What if we have nothing in common besides our kinky fantasies?


    Just when the silence is about to go from awkward to pathetic, Jonah says, “What made you decide to draw that picture? The one in the print I bought. The man holding the dove.”


    “I like to portray—contrasts. Duality. So I look for images that express two very different concepts at once.”


    “The strength of the hands,” Jonah says. “And the fragility of the dove.”


    “Exactly.” Should I ask this? Might as well. “You said you were drawn to the etching even before you knew I made it. Why?”


    Jonah remains silent long enough that I wonder if he was lying about his interest in it. But then I realize he’s not stumped for an answer; he’s searching for the right words. “There’s so much tension there—you can sense the energy, even in the muscles. So I thought he’d imprisoned the dove in his hands. That he was on the verge of hurting it. But then I saw how careful he was—that his grasp is gentle. He wants to keep the bird alive. The drawing surprised me, and I liked that sense of surprise. A simple image turned out to mean more than I first thought.”


    “Wow. Thanks.” Don’t get me wrong—it’s nice to be told that people think your work is beautiful, or lifelike, that kind of thing. But there’s no compliment an artist loves more than someone telling you your work made them think.


    “When did you start drawing?”


    “Well—first of all, I’ve always loved to draw. But the work you bought isn’t a drawing. It’s an etching.”


    Jonah has relaxed slightly as we settle into conversation. So have I. He says, “What’s the difference?”


    So I start explaining about etching—the processes, the materials, the history of it all. He’s genuinely interested, and every minute is easier than the last, and suddenly our evening together takes flight.


    No, Jonah’s not hugely talkative. His explanation about why he liked my etching is the longest he talks about anything the entire dinner. But he listens well. Instead of planning the next anecdote he can share, he responds like someone who genuinely wants to know more about my work, and more about me.


    Of course he’s naturally curious, I remind myself as we leave the restaurant. Instead of heading straight back to his car, we begin wandering along Congress, side by side. The guy’s a scientist. Curiosity is his fuel.


    “Enough about me,” I say as the Thursday-night bustle flows around us—college kids heading to bars, stores open late to take advantage of the foot traffic, guitar music and drumbeats audible from the door of every club. “What about you? What made you decide to study earthquakes?”


    “And volcanoes,” he adds.


    “Can’t leave out the volcanoes,” I say, and am rewarded with a small smile.


    “Well, when I was about ten years old, my mother and stepfather took the whole family to Hawaii.”


    Stepfather, I note. Jonah could have no memory of his real father, and Carter Hale’s been married to Jonah’s mother for almost three decades. Most kids in that situation would wind up calling their stepfathers Dad. Not Jonah.


    He continues, “Like most tourists in Hawaii, we went out to see the volcanoes. I hadn’t imagined you could get that close to the lava flow. When I saw it—glowing orange with heat, pure liquid stone—” To my surprise, he grins. “I was ten, so I thought it was totally cool.”


    I laugh out loud. “So that’s how you picked your scientific specialty? Because it was cool?”


    “Any scientist who tells you something different is lying. If you’re going to spend your entire life studying something, it needs to thrill you. Volcanoes and earthquakes thrilled me when I was a kid, and they still do. Even after all the studies and the dissertation and months of looking at nothing but seismograph readings. I get a charge out of it every time.”


    “Hey, they always say that if you do what you love, it doesn’t feel like work,” I say.


    “Which is a crock.” When I raise an eyebrow at Jonah, his smile regains some of the fierceness I know so well. “If you spend twelve hours in a row doing something—anything—it feels like work.”


    Laughing, I admit, “Okay, yes. The studio’s my favorite place to be, but there are times when I feel like if I go in there one more time, I’ll tear my hair out. Still, I’d rather go crazy making art than do anything else.”


    Jonah nods. “That’s it exactly.”


    “So you get to spend your whole life chasing lava.”


    “And you’ll spend yours making art.”


    “Yes and no,” I say. “After graduation I’m hoping to go into museum work. Preserving old etchings, curating important pieces, even using original plates from centuries ago to make new prints.”


    He gives me a look. “You should do your own work. Not worry about taking care of someone else’s.”


    “It’s not either/or. I’ll never stop creating my own work. But even if I set the entire art world on fire, it’ll be years before I can support myself through my etchings alone—if ever. So there’s going to be a day job for a while, probably a long while. Should I do something boring that sucks my soul away one day at a time? Or should I surround myself with some of the greatest etchings of all time, and help other people understand how amazing they are?”


    After a moment, Jonah nods. “When you put it that way, okay. I see it.”


    Then his hand brushes against mine. At first I think he’s drawing me aside as we go past a group of college kids drunkenly weaving along the sidewalk. After they pass, though, he adjusts his grip, twining our fingers together.


    Jonah Marks has screwed me hotter and dirtier than any other man ever has—and yet my heart flutters like a girl’s as he holds my hand for the first time.


    We browse the various shops for a little while, mostly for the pleasure of remaining hand in hand. Cowboy boots are available in every color, every size; these days in Austin, college girls wear them more often than ranchers do. Other stores offer Mexican crafts—thick woven serapes, kitschy wrestler’s masks in red and gold satin, bins filled with beads painted like the skulls of Dia de los Muertos, tin hearts crowned with flame.


    “These are called milagros, right?” he asks as he traces his finger around the sharp edge of one of the hearts. “Miracles?”


    “Exactly.” An enameled image of the Virgin Mary is at the very center of the heart. “The flame symbolizes the Holy Spirit, touching hearts, making us change.”


    Jonah gives me a look; I seem to have surprised him. “Are you a believer?”


    “I think you’d have to call me a ‘hopeful agnostic.’”


    “I’m less hopeful. But when I see things like this—the feeling in them—I envy that kind of faith. The world must look so different, through those eyes.”


    I like this man. Once you break through his cool reserve, he’s... engaging. Intelligent. Even fascinating. He may be guarded, but it’s possible to get past his gates. I’ve only just begun learning who Jonah is, besides my ultimate sexual partner; now I realize I want to find out everything there is to know.


    Finally the shops begin to close, and Jonah drives me the short distance home. We don’t speak. I suspect Jonah’s mind is full of many of the same questions now rushing through my mind about what happens with us later. Can two people so sensually connected by a very specific fantasy have any other kind of sex? Am I ready to find out? Strange though it seems after everything Jonah and I have done, making love as ourselves—not playing any roles—feels far more intimate, and even more scary.


    But when Jonah walks to me to the door, he stops. “Aren’t you coming in?” I ask.


    “Not on the first date.” At my surprise, he smiles that fierce, knowing grin that turns me to jelly. “What kind of man do you think I am?”


    I squeeze his hand. “You’re right. Wouldn’t want to rush things.”


    “Wouldn’t be proper,” Jonah murmurs as he draws me closer. Two of his fingers trace along the side of my face, painting my skin with the warmth of his touch.


    “We couldn’t have that.”


    “Absolutely not.”


    “But what about kissing?” I tilt my face up toward his. “Do you kiss on the first date?”


    “Not usually.” Jonah pulls me into his arms. “But sometimes I make an exception.”


    He nuzzles my cheek, my chin. Tilts my head back slightly so he can brush his lips against my throat. I breathe out—a sigh that makes him tighten his embrace. My fingers stroke the back of his head, his short hair soft against my palms. Then I trace his neck and the broad planes of his back. I could worship this man’s body for hours. The powerful muscles I feel beneath my hands make him seem like he was created to give pleasure, or pain. Maybe both.


    When Jonah’s mouth meets mine, his touch is feather-soft. My entire body reacts—flushing warm, getting wet, wanting more. I part my lips, and he kisses me again. Only the tips of our tongues touch, but it’s enough to make me reel.


    But then he pulls away, his arms slipping to my sides, and I know he’s about to go. That’s all? I want to smack him. I want to kiss him again. And yet this is perfect. For our first date, we’re leaving each other wanting more.


    Jonah’s voice is husky. “I enjoyed tonight.”


    “Same here.”


    “We can do this again sometime?”


    “Sometime soon.”


    He smiles, leans forward, and gently kisses my cheek. “Good night, Vivienne.”


    “Good night.”


    I don’t shut my door until he’s started his car. Once I’ve closed and locked it, I literally slide down to the floor. My laughter sounds giddy. What was erotic fascination has become infatuation—and I love it.


    How long has it been since I felt this kind of elation after a date?


    Never. Not unless you count the one kiss from that Barcelonan exchange student. This is about a thousand times better.


    I’m still beaming when I lie down in bed and turn out the light. It feels like I could even smile in my sleep.


    •••


    My subconscious has other ideas.


    Someone’s knocking on the door. “I’m tired,” I moan. “I don’t want to come down for breakfast.”


    The knocking continues. Gets harder and louder. It turns into pounding.


    “Jonah?” I sit upright, unsurprised to find myself back in my childhood room. My bedspread is trimmed with eyelet lace. The stuffed lamb I loved as a baby, Woolly Bully, still sits on a bookshelf, ratty and gray and yet adorable. “What are you doing here?”


    The next slam against the door makes the wall shake, and I hear someone roar, “Let me in!”


    That wasn’t Jonah.


    I scramble out of bed. In my haste I trip myself up in my own sheets and fall on the floor, so I try to crawl to the closet. If I hide in the closet he won’t find me—


    The door breaks, pieces flying against the wall. I scoot to the back of my closet, hanging clothes swinging against my shoulders and head, thinking, please no please no please—


    “You can’t hide from me,” Anthony says as he comes toward me. His fist closes around my wrist, and by now I’m screaming, but no one can hear. Nobody ever hears. “Come on. Get on the bed. Be a good girl.”


    “I won’t,” I shriek. “I won’t—”


    Then I’m awake, in my own bed, gasping for breath. I realize I woke myself up screaming in my sleep.

  


  
    Twenty-one


    After that nightmare, sleep doesn’t come easy. I give up around six A.M. If I have to be awake this early, I might as well get in some more studio time.


    Carmen texts me around eight, supposedly just to see what’s up—but I know she wants to hear about my night with Jonah. I’m reluctant to explain, for a few reasons, but I’ve admitted he’s in my life. Besides, if I can talk Carmen into swinging by the studio to chat, I might be able to persuade her to pick up coffee on the way.


    “One café au lait,” she announces as she comes in the door. “So spill. Good date or bad date? Not a great date, I’m guessing, since you’re here instead of at his place.”


    “Oh, come on. I don’t usually move that fast.” Jonah doesn’t figure into the equation; he’s an outlier. “Just faster than you.”


    “I can’t help it if I’m an old-fashioned girl.”


    Carmen smiles as she says it, but it’s only half a joke. She dated the same guy throughout high school, and another guy through most of our undergrad years, so she has almost zero experience with sex outside a committed relationship. Not for lack of chances, though: Carmen gets more male attention than any other woman I’ve ever known. Cute as she is, she’d be the first to admit she’s not any kind of supermodel—but she radiates warmth and fun, which is more attractive than anything else.


    “Out with it,” she says as she perches at a drafting table in one corner. “What did you guys do? Were you able to get more than two words out of him?”


    “We went to dinner. It took the conversation a while to get rolling, but soon it was fine. Better than fine. Great. Jonah’s not cold or unfriendly. He’s guarded until he gets to know people, that’s all.”


    Not really. Something else lies behind Jonah’s silences, his darkness—something that began at Redgrave House in Chicago. But I wouldn’t talk about that part of Jonah’s life even if I understood more about it. His troubled relationship with his family is none of my business, and even less of Carmen’s.


    “Who knew? I guess everybody has, I don’t know, hidden depths.” She blows a bit of her cappuccino’s foam out of the way. “When did you get interested in him, anyway?”


    I’m torn. Carmen is my best friend; I don’t make a habit of lying to her, beyond the occasional fib like, You look fine, nobody’s going to notice you spilled coffee on your skirt. But how can I possibly explain the whole truth about this? The only two human beings who come anywhere close to understanding are Doreen and Jonah himself—and even those two don’t have the whole picture.


    Finally I decide to start at the beginning and see how far I get. “Well, you remember that I met Jonah when he changed a flat for me—”


    “Chivalry’s not dead!” Carmen chirps.


    I remember Jonah forcing me to my knees, growling, Look at me when you suck my cock. Even that quick flash of memory gets me hot. “Then he was at your party, thanks to Shay, and—” Maybe I can lead into the truth like this. “—after Geordie, uh, embarrassed me out on the deck, I was pretty freaked out. Then Jonah talked with me. Distracted me.”


    “Oh, right. Arturo said Geordie started oversharing about your relationship. What did he say?” Carmen’s eyes widen. “Did Geordie talk about your sex life?”


    Dammit. I thought every single person at that party knew! That was the reason I hid out at the far end of the yard in the first place. When so many people heard Geordie drunkenly apologize for not fulfilling my rape fantasy—well, I thought that was the kind of gossip that flowed through a party even faster than sangria. Arturo heard it, I know. But apparently nobody told Carmen.


    I ought to be grateful. Instead, I’m chagrined. If someone had told her the truth then, I wouldn’t have as much to explain now. I say, “Yeah. Geordie got seriously personal, and I was pretty embarrassed.”


    Carmen shrugs. “Come on. You guys went out for more than six months. It’s not like people didn’t know you two were sleeping together.”


    “That’s not the point. Geordie, um, gave specifics.”


    “Oh, my God. Was he talking about your body? I would die.” She gives me a look. “Do you think that’s why Jonah got interested in you? Because that would weird me out.”


    I can’t tell her. I can’t. Carmen’s so far from realizing what I’m talking about, and I don’t want to bridge the gulf between her relative innocence and the kind of kink Jonah and I have indulged. Explaining feels impossible... or, at least, uncomfortable. “Not quite like that,” I say, not meeting her eyes. “Jonah didn’t want me to feel embarrassed. So we wound up, uhh, talking when we saw each other at the charity benefit. And guess what? At the silent auction, he actually bought my etching.”


    “No way! Really?”


    I smile back. “Even better, he decided to bid on it before he knew it was mine.”


    Then Carmen and I are talking easily about the fact that Jonah’s interested in my art, and how cool that is, plus it’s pretty hot for a guy to be flying all around the world to study volcanoes, and so on. I ask her whether she’s made a move on her latest crush, but she claims she’s too busy with schoolwork. Has she suddenly turned shy? Maybe this particular guy brings out her bashful side. Our conversation widens as we spiral further away from the dark truth I’d rather not tell.


    Doreen’s voice echoes in my memories. Pay attention to the secrets that you keep. You don’t have to share everything with everyone—but sometimes the very things you hide are the things you least need to keep locked inside.


    The secret Jonah and I share is different. Surely it belongs to us alone.


    •••


    Carmen has a ten A.M. class, so before long she’s headed to campus, as blissfully ignorant of my warped sex life as ever. I need to get into the departmental office soon, so I should follow her, but I linger awhile, restless and unable to focus.


    Instead I pace the length of the studio. People will start coming in soon, but for another few minutes, the space is mine alone. My footsteps on the concrete floor echo in the empty space. The air smells like paint. I’m surrounded by drafting tables, a potter’s wheel, easels, X-Acto knives, pots of ink. A few long poles stretch from floor to ceiling, lingering evidence of the spiral staircases that were here back when this was a warehouse. Masking-tape labels proclaim this brush or that canvas to be the property of one of the artists who pays for the studio’s use.


    I wish the studio belonged to me. Only me.


    Because then I could ask Jonah to meet me here.


    He would rip open my work shirt. Cover my mouth with his hand. Thrust against me so that I felt the length and hardness of his erection against my belly. I imagine him using the ragged remains of my shirt to tie me to one of the poles—pulling so tight I can almost feel the pressure. My breaths quicken as I imagine him taking one of the artists’ knives and cutting away my jeans and panties. Then he could force my legs apart and—


    “Hey!”


    Startled, I spin around to see Marvin—a painter, one of my fellow TAs at the UT department of art, and the guy who told me about this studio in the first place. “Oh! Hi. Hi there. How’s it going?”


    “Fine.” Marvin gives me a look as he hangs his messenger bag on one of the wall hooks. “You okay?”


    “Sure! Of course.”


    “You look a little flushed, that’s all.”


    “Just got done working hard.” Wow, that could not have sounded less convincing if I’d tried. Hastily I head for my own bag. “Heading out. Anything you need me to take care of at the office?”


    Marvin shakes his head, bemused. “It’s all good.”


    Honestly, I think as I drive to campus. You went out with Jonah. You’ve told your friends. The two of you are—normalizing this.


    He’s not your mystery lover anymore.


    But the whole day, I can’t stop thinking about Jonah. Not the conversation we shared—not the tender kiss at my front door—but endless fantasies, overlapping each other and blurring every other thought I have. Over and over, I imagine him taking me as roughly and brutally as possible.


    Concentrate! I tell myself, as I sit through a department meeting, as I grade papers, as I talk to Geordie on the phone about a mutual friend’s birthday dinner. It doesn’t help. My erotic imagination has taken over, and there’s no room left in my head for anything else. Even when I guest-lecture in the Renaissance Sculpture class, I linger too long on the slide of Bernini’s Apollo and Daphne. It’s as if I’m drinking in her fear, his lust, and her hands reaching skyward for escape.


    I want Jonah to chase me. To catch me. I want it now.


    As I walk back to my office after class, my phone vibrates in my hand. I’m expecting Geordie to call back with the final word on the restaurant, so—for once—I don’t look at the screen before I answer. “Hello.”


    “Oh. Vivienne.” Chloe sounds dismayed to have gotten me instead of my voice mail. That makes two of us. “How are you?”


    “Fine. And you?”


    “Very well, as it happens.” As if you care remains unspoken. “Mom’s decided to get rid of the armoire on the second floor. You know, the one that used to belong to Aunt Mignon? It would look just perfect in my guest room... but of course I’ve taken the last few heirlooms. So I thought I ought to ask you whether you were interested before I became greedy.”


    Sounds generous, doesn’t it? Of course, Chloe’s fully aware that I live in a two-room house that barely has room for my books, much less more furniture. “You should have it,” I say. “Besides, then the armoire will be Libby’s someday.”


    “Of course. Well.” A silence falls. She wants to know about Thanksgiving, but she doesn’t want to ask.


    I’m so, so tired of jumping through hoops—but if I don’t visit Libby this Thanksgiving, how long will it be before I see her again? Chloe couldn’t keep me from her forever, but she could separate us for a long time. So I stifle a sigh. “I’m planning on coming home for the holidays. For Thanksgiving and Christmas.” That last is only partly true. Christmas day with my family, I can endure. The entire break? No way in hell.


    “It’s good to know how many to plan for,” she says primly. But then, with what seems like genuine interest, she says, “I don’t suppose you’ll be bringing anyone? Are you still seeing that adorable Scotsman?”


    “Geordie and I decided we were better off as friends. But I’ll tell him you said he was adorable. It’ll make his day.” The one time Geordie and Chloe met, they hit it off. Of course, Geordie hits it off with nearly everyone.


    “A pity you two broke up. He suited you, I thought. There’s no one else on the horizon?”


    I let the silence go on too long before I say, “I’m not bringing anyone to Thanksgiving.” Jonah and I might be trying to find our way back to normal, but I doubt he’s the holiday-dinners type.


    “Sounds like there’s a story there,” Chloe says, but she doesn’t ask further. That would come too close to having a meaningful conversation. “Well, be sure to let us know what night you’ll come in from Austin.”


    “Will do. And tell Libby hi.”


    “Of course.” In her voice, there’s not even a hint that she recently threatened to keep Libby away from me permanently. “Thanks for being so understanding about the armoire.”


    “Don’t mention it,” I say, knowing she won’t.


    This makes for a solid three minutes I’ve spent thinking about something besides Jonah Marks. But I don’t make it to four, because as soon as I open my e-mail, there’s a note from Jonah.


    The subject reads, Complete Disclosure.


    My pulse quickens as I click, wondering if I’m about to read some confession—the truth about Jonah’s fantasy, whatever dark place it comes from, all his inner secrets. The answer proves to be more prosaic than that.


    We said we would exchange these. I feel strange sending them after our evening out together, but you need to know now more than ever.


    I can’t stop thinking about the way you kiss.


    My heart does a dizzy little flip when I read the last line, which softens the moment when I open the attachment to see a lab report—Jonah confirming that he’s free of any STD.


    Ah, modern love.


    Well, I asked. And I need to get my own records to send to him too. Then we can stop with the condoms. Our fantasies can be even freer—our scenes more spontaneous. More savage.


    I remember what I imagined he whispered to me the night of the charity benefit. Next time I’m going to come in your mouth.


    Next time can’t come fast enough.


    •••


    It’s Doreen’s job to be a wet blanket sometimes. That doesn’t mean I enjoy it.


    “You’re being obstinate,” I say during our next session. “You were all, ooooh, be scared, this date is going to be the worst date in the history of dating—”


    “You know full well those words never came out of my mouth.” But Doreen is laughing.


    “No, but I bet you were thinking them. Instead, Jonah and I went out and had a really good time! He’s smart, Doreen. He’s—insightful, and patient, and interesting.” I hug my knees to my chest. “Plus he has great taste in art.”


    “I believe you about the art,” she says. Doreen has another of my etchings, one I gave her as a Christmas gift last year. It hangs in her foyer; I walk by it every time I come to a session. “The rest, I’ll take your word for. I’m glad to hear that he’s a person you’re drawn to on levels beside the physical.”


    Gloating is too much fun to stop so soon. “You’re glad to hear you were proven wrong?”


    “No, I’m glad to hear that you’re having the most honest sexual relationship of your life.”


    That stops me short. I hadn’t thought of it that way—but she’s right. “Jonah knows what I want. What I need. It’s what he needs too.”


    “Do you still feel guilty about the fantasy? Like it’s something bad you should be ashamed of?”


    I listen to her clock for a few moments, the slow tick-tock punctuating the silence. “Less.”


    “Less means yes.”


    “It also means less.” I readjust myself on the sofa, so I’m sitting up like an adult instead of hugging myself like a girl on her best friend’s floor. “The fantasy feels different when—when it’s shared.”


    “Then why do you think you continue to feel some shame?”


    We go over this, and over this. I’m so fucking tired of answering this question. “Because I’m getting my rocks off on something horrible. Something criminal. There are women who get raped—even men who get raped—who never want to have sex again after that. I don’t know why it wasn’t like that for me, or why it was the exact opposite. It just is, and now—now I get turned on by the same thing I hate Anthony for.” I have to swallow hard. “If I hate Anthony for raping me, but I keep putting myself through all these fantasy rapes in my mind—and finding Jonah, going into this arrangement we have—maybe I should hate myself too. Because I do it to myself.”


    That’s the first time I’ve uttered those words. The first time I’ve even allowed myself to think them. Doreen’s endless patient questions finally connected and broke me open.


    “There’s a world of difference between your fantasies and what Anthony did, because he raped you,” Doreen says. “You choose your partner in the fantasy—whether that’s a figment of your imagination or a willing lover like Jonah. You didn’t choose Anthony. He took that choice away from you.”


    “I know. I know.” Tears have started to well.


    That’s Doreen’s cue to tell me that I shouldn’t beat myself up over my fantasies, but today she goes in a different direction. “You still haven’t told Jonah about your rape?”


    “God, no.”


    “Do you think keeping this secret from Jonah is different than keeping it secret from others?”


    “Jonah’s the last person I could tell.”


    “And why is that?”


    The answer is obvious, but Doreen wants me to say it out loud. Fine, then. “I’m scared he’d get off on it.”


    Doreen sits back in her chair. “Vivienne, I want you to think about what this says about the trust between you and Jonah. You’ve given him a great deal of power over you; so far he hasn’t abused that. But how much trust can there be when you’re afraid he would enjoy hearing about your real-life rape?”


    I have no answer for her. The clock ticks on, measuring the silence.


    •••


    Those words of caution linger in my mind, but they don’t make me stop wanting Jonah.


    No, I’m even more turned on than before. That’s how fucked up I am.


    But Doreen reminded me that, on some level—one that goes deeper than a nice dinner out, or his admiration for my artwork—I’m still a little bit frightened of Jonah Marks.


    The fear is what makes it so good.


    I get home just at sunset. As soon as I’ve shut and locked the door behind me, I call Jonah.


    “Are you all right?” he says. Still no hello.


    “Yeah, I’m fine.”


    “Is this about my e-mail earlier? Maybe that was—abrupt.”


    “No, it’s good that you sent it. I’m glad, really. My records will be headed your way as soon as I can scan them.” I run one hand through my hair, restless as I pace my floor. “Are you free tonight?”


    “... I can be.”


    “Do you want to play?”


    He knows what I mean. I can tell by the long silence that follows, and the huskiness of his voice as he finally answers, “Yes.”


    Tonight, I’m going to test my limits.


    I’m going to prove how far I can trust Jonah Marks, and how far I can’t.

  


  
    Twenty-two


    Quarter ’til ten.


    Keiko’s pottery—put that away. Breakables have no place out in the open, not tonight. What about the lamp? If I move it to the center of the table, that’s probably okay.


    I took a shower just after a light dinner of toast and eggs, plus the last of the peaches I bought a few days ago. The juice was still sticky on my chin and fingers as I stood under the hot spray of water, rubbing in something that promises to be “ultra-moisturizing.” My skin feels soft, anyway, and the faint lavender scent lingers.


    I wonder if Jonah will even notice. Probably not. If tonight goes according to plan, his mind should be on other things.


    “Unlock your door at ten P.M. No earlier. I don’t want you to do anything unsafe.”


    Protecting me as he plans to terrorize me. This is the paradox of Jonah Marks.


    Nearly everything that could break during a struggle has been put away. Now what? Lights on or off? He’ll want to see me—and I want to see him—but the dark would sharpen the edge of my fear. Finally I turn down one of the floor lamps in the far corner of my living room, so only a faint shadow of amber-tinted light falls across my bedroom floor.


    “I should warn you,” I said. “When I said I’ll fight, I meant it.”


    Jonah’s low voice made me shudder. “Struggle all you want. It won’t matter.”


    My hair is down. Wearing makeup would be sort of ridiculous, but if I went to bed like it really was any other night, I might have acne cream on my chin. Let’s not. I settle for clean-scrubbed skin and cherry ChapStick. My shoes have all found their places in my closet, instead of their usual line near the side of my bed. This tank top is a soft shade of apricot—seemed like a good idea on the clearance rack, but it doesn’t really match anything else I own. It’s been sleepwear for a while now. My nipples are just visible through the thin ribbed cotton.


    Simple cotton panties. If they get torn, so be it.


    I should probably shop at the Salvation Army for more clothes I wouldn’t mind being destroyed.


    “If I haven’t come in by ten thirty, something’s held me up. Lock your door and wait for me to call.”


    Five until ten. On the back of my bedroom door, I’ve hung a series of hooks, which gives me a handy place to keep belts, scarves, accessories like that. I run my hands through the scarves, feeling the various fabrics against my skin—then close my fingers around pale pink cotton. This scarf is sturdy enough to stand up to some abuse. Yet thin enough to serve as a makeshift rope—if that’s something Jonah wants.


    I’m about to find out.


    “You remember the rules I gave you, back when we began? About what I didn’t want the first time?” I put my hand to my chest, as if my touch could slow my fluttering heart. “You can consider those suspended.”


    “Fewer limits.”


    “Mmm-hmm.”


    Jonah growled, “Good.”


    Ten o’clock.


    I almost never go to bed this early, but tonight is about setting the stage. So I drape the pink scarf across the foot of my bed—a careless temptation—then walk into my kitchen. By now I can feel my pulse in my throat, in my cunt, in the soles of my feet.


    Slowly, I turn the lock, then slide back the deadbolt. Anyone could come in now.


    I walk into the bedroom and turn off the one lamp on the nightstand. Now there’s just the dim light from the living room slanting across the floor. Lots of people might leave that much light on so they could find their way around in the dark, if they wanted.


    Now Jonah will be able to find his way to me.


    Every second is exquisite torture. I lie on my side, covers tucked up around my ears, as if I could possibly pretend to be asleep. Really I’ve never been this awake in my life. Every sound seems unnaturally loud in this silence—the wind through the trees outside, the distant rumble of a truck on the road, the soft creaks in the walls natural to any old house. Surely I’ll hear Jonah’s car pull up...


    ...but no. Jonah’s sedan was out front before ten o’clock; I know that as surely as if I’d seen it myself. He would be watching my door from the first moment I unlocked it, to make sure no one else tried to get inside.


    A creak from the kitchen first seems normal enough, until I hear another. Footsteps. My entire body tenses in the best possible way. He’s here, now.


    Should I get up to investigate? Surprise him in the front room? No. This time I want him to find me in bed.


    I close my eyes.


    The footsteps come closer. He’s wearing soft shoes, or none, because he walks so quietly that I think if this were real, I’d sleep right through it. By now adrenaline courses through me, setting every single nerve ending on fire.


    If I even put my hand between my legs—just that contact, not even a stroke—I swear I’d come this second.


    Now the footsteps are right next to me. I feel the foot of the bed sink down, the unmistakable sensation of someone sitting on the mattress. It’s so hard not to open my eyes, so hard to pretend—


    His hand closes over my mouth, hard.


    My eyes fly open to see Jonah leaning over me. He’s dressed in black, and his face is almost unrecognizable. This is hardly a human being I see. This is... a predator.


    He hisses, “Don’t scream.”


    I don’t scream.


    I strike.


    My hands close around his wrist, yanking it away from my mouth, and I pull both knees up to my chest, then kick. My feet thud into Jonah’s chest, knocking him completely off the bed.


    Instantly I scramble across the mattress, as if I were trying to reach my cell phone (charging in its dock, a few feet away). But Jonah’s hand closes around my ankle and tows me back toward him.


    “You hurt me.” His hand pulls at the strap of my tank top, yanking it down to expose one of my breasts. “You’re gonna pay for that.”


    “No!” I shove my hands against his chest, hard, and then the battle is on.


    No broken bones. No visible wounds. Those are the rules we agreed on in the beginning—permanent rules, which neither of us will ever, ever break. But that doesn’t mean we can’t fight like hell.


    I shove him away again. Slap him hard across the face.


    Jonah slaps me right back. The force is enough to send me staggering against the wall. Hearing the thud, feeling the sting of my skin, shakes me—this is so real, so fucking real—and for the first time since our inaugural night at the hotel, the safe word comes to the tip of my tongue. Silver.


    I don’t say it.


    Instead I run at him for a full-on tackle. Jonah didn’t expect that; I can tell by the way he staggers backward. We both land on the bed. I use my momentum to roll me over him until I fall off the far side. Now I’m free, and—holy shit, will I actually get to the phone? Not sure what to do then—


    But Jonah’s up. He grabs my arm and throws me bodily onto the bed. Before I can scramble backward, he’s on top of me, his knees pressing down on my arms. I try to kick at him, but from this angle it’s almost impossible. So I writhe, twisting from side to side, until one of Jonah’s hands closes around my throat.


    Instantly I go still.


    “Now you’re going to behave.” He laughs, a sound as sharp as any switchblade. “You’re not as dumb as you look.”


    Would he like it if I begged? “Let me go. Please.”


    “Why would I do that?”


    “You—you can take my phone, and my laptop. My purse, too, and I’ve got a lot of cash in my wallet. Just take it and go. I won’t be able to call the police, because you’ll have my phone. So you could get away.”


    “I’m going to get away just fine.” Jonah straddles me, his erection clearly straining at the fabric of his black sweatpants. I can feel his balls against my belly; they’re tight, ready. “You don’t get away. You do what I tell you.”


    “Please don’t. Please.”


    “Will you ask me politely?” Jonah’s hands find my breasts—both exposed now as he plays with them, squeezing hard, then soft, then hard again. He tugs at one nipple, forceful enough to make me whine.


    “What—what do you—”


    “We’ll make a deal.” He leans over; I realize he’s seen the scarf I left out for him. “If you can suck me off, I won’t put it in your cunt.”


    Next time, I’m going to come in your mouth. I want him to. But I want to get fucked too.


    “No,” I say. “I won’t do it, I won’t—”


    Jonah slams down on top of me, hard enough to make me cry out in genuine shock. “You don’t get to say what you will and won’t do. That’s not what this is about.”


    I’m shaking so hard. My panties are soaked. I want to cross my legs, just cross them, because I think I could come by merely clenching my thighs.


    Yet I keep fighting. I thrash beneath him, frenzied enough to make him swear in what sounds like genuine frustration. Then Jonah grabs the scarf. I think he’ll tie my hands, but instead he winds the scarf around my throat. One hand closes around the fabric right in front of my windpipe as he tugs me off the bed with the other, until I tumble off the bed onto the floor.


    I use my feet to push myself away from him, but Jonah drags me back and slaps my face again. The very real pain brings tears to my eyes, but it only sharpens the desperate hunger inside me. His grip on the scarf around my neck strengthens.


    “You fight me, I’ll tie this tighter,” he says. “Are you done?”


    I nod, defeated. All I can do now is lie on the floor and wait for whatever Jonah has planned next.


    His cheek is flushed from where I struck him. My face must be too.


    As I pant for breath, my exposed breasts rising and falling with each gasp, Jonah starts going through my nightstand. To my astonishment—and embarrassment—he pulls out my dildo.


    My lone sex toy. It was a gift from Geordie. We tried using it a time or two, but mostly it made us crack up laughing. It’s been languishing at the back of the drawer for months.


    “You don’t get enough dick?” Jonah says as he inspects it. The thickness and length of the hot pink silicone would intimidate most men, but Jonah puts that toy to shame. “Well, you’re gonna get some tonight. You’re gonna take it all.”


    “Please,” I beg. He likes it when I beg. “Please, no.”


    “I said, you’re going to take it.”


    That’s when he pushes down the front of his black sweatpants, revealing his erection—blood dark, fully stiff, jutting out at me and wanting release.


    He’s even more turned on than I am. I didn’t think that was possible.


    Jonah shoves one of my legs up until my knee nearly touches my chin. Now my crotch is exposed, and his hand closes around that wet strip of my panties and pulls it aside. Two of his fingers push inside, and I whimper. He won’t stop for a condom this time; this will be the first time he fully feels how wet he makes me. How hot.


    “Not enough for you, huh? You want some cock?”


    “No—”


    “No? You don’t? Too bad I don’t give a damn what you want. Shut the fuck up before I shut you up.”


    Jonah lowers himself over me and pushes inside.


    “Oh, God,” I whisper against the floor as he starts to thrust. Though I try to brace myself against the floor, every move he makes rocks me. My legs splay open wider, as if that will somehow make my body ready for the enormous length and girth of him. Nothing could do that. “Please—please—”


    “Please more?” Jonah shoves himself in harder, and I cry out. “Or do you like the deal I gave you? Are you ready to suck me off yet?”


    “No—”


    “Then take it.”


    Jonah starts giving it to me good. This angle makes it harder for me to get fully stimulated, but the fantasy is so good that it pushes me the rest of the way. And the images—the muscles of Jonah’s abdomen and pelvis working with every thrust, the thatch of dark hair above his cock, the grimace of ecstasy on his face—


    Within seconds I’m panting; within two minutes, I’m at the brink. When Jonah thrusts even deeper inside, the sensation arcs inside me, cunt to heart to brain, and I can’t hold it back. The world turns upside down, inside out, and I come, moaning desperately as I clench around Jonah’s cock.


    He knows what he’s done to me—he always does—but he says, “You ready to suck me off yet? Or you want to get fucked some more?”


    I don’t answer. The breath won’t return to my lungs. I lie dazed, openmouthed, against the floor.


    “You won’t choose,” Jonah pants. “So you get both.”


    When he pulls out, I expect him to immediately get his cock into my mouth. Instead, Jonah takes the dildo and slowly pushes it inside me. My cunt, still tight from my orgasm, spasms around the thick silicone.


    “You want me to use this on you hard? Or are you ready to suck?”


    I want both. But I nod, half in a daze, unable to resist his will any longer.


    Jonah rolls me onto my back, and I prepare myself for the blow job he wants—opening my mouth, wetting my lips with my tongue. But when he straddles my chest, he doesn’t move any closer to my face. Instead he cradles my breasts, then pushes them tightly together and thrusts his cock between them. He’s already so slick with pre-come and my wetness that each stroke is frictionless.


    “Has a guy fucked your tits before?” When I don’t answer, Jonah pants, “Tell me!”


    “Yes.” It’s the truth. Derek and Geordie both did this, though not to completion.


    Because I asked them not to come on me, I asked Jonah not to come on me either, that’s a forever rule. Please don’t come on me and make me think about Anthony, please, please.


    “Yes?” That wasn’t what Jonah wanted to hear. “You’ll give it up to anybody, won’t you? About time you gave it up to me.”


    His thumbs rub against my nipples as he thrusts faster. My breasts ache from the pressure, and I can see nothing but the swollen head of his cock pushing toward me over and over again.


    Jonah stops—perhaps catching himself on the brink of orgasm. Then he rocks back and forth, very slowly. His voice is a ragged whisper, now, all the more frightening for its quietness. “You’re gonna give me your throat. Say it.”


    “I will.”


    He pulls back, and for a moment I can only suck in a deeper breath, freed from the pressure across my diaphragm. My aching arms tingle as blood rushes back into them.


    Then Jonah grabs me by the hair as he stands up, towing me to my knees. As I sit, the weight of my body forces the dildo deeper into me. It’s going to be like I’m getting fucked in both ends at once.


    No doubt he sees me writhe around the unfamiliar sensation between my legs. His smile is smug—self-satisfied—and all I can think is, I didn’t fight hard enough.


    My eyes narrow. “Fuck you.”


    He stares at me. “What did you say to me?”


    “Fuck you. You think you’re so tough—surprising me when I’m asleep. But you’re not. You cheat. You cheated. I don’t see how anyone can stand you, you fucking coward.”


    That did it. I can feel Jonah’s anger in the way he pulls my hair. “Just for that, you’re gonna swallow it all.”


    He steps forward, his glistening cock right in front of my lips.


    His voice is hardly more than a whisper, but it shakes with rage. “Now open your goddamned mouth.”


    The fist in my hair doesn’t leave me any choice. I open, and Jonah pushes inside.


    This time he doesn’t wait before he starts fucking my mouth. My head is held between both of his hands, inexorably tight, and I cough and struggle for breath as he thrusts in and out, shallow and then deep. My body rocks back and forth with each thrust, and I feel the dildo shift within me. He’s close to finishing—so close I feel his cock pulse once against my tongue.


    “You want this over with?” Jonah sounds breathless, but still totally in control. “Then suck.”


    I go to work on him, giving him everything I have. The abandon with which I start going down on him—the way I relish the salty taste on my tongue—it totally goes against the fantasy of force. But Jonah’s too far gone to notice that now. His breaths come shorter and sharper, each one just short of a moan. Slowly I rotate my hips in a spiral, enjoying the thickness of the dildo inside me. And when it hits me right there...


    Oh, God, I’m going to come again already.


    So I move faster, rocking my pelvis at just the right rhythm, as I feel the head of Jonah’s cock swell between my lips. Sensation shivers upward through me, strengthening by the moment—


    My second orgasm isn’t as strong as the first, but it’s better. Slower. It ripples through me in waves, claiming my whole body in white-hot ecstasy. I groan around Jonah’s cock, and the vibration must push him over the edge. He shouts out, and then he comes, filling my mouth with heat. Quickly I gulp it down, every drop, the action almost lost in the spasms of pleasure still echoing through me.


    Jonah pulls out. His cock—still half-hard—dangles in front of my face. A thin line of come trickles down the side of my mouth, and Jonah’s finger catches it. “There,” he murmurs, and already the scene is over.


    He eases me onto the bed, unties the scarf. As I lie there, rubbing my tingling throat, Jonah gently parts my thighs, slides the dildo out, and readjusts my panties. Then he stretches out beside me and pulls me against his chest.


    We’ve never held each other in bed, after sex. Such a simple thing, but new to us. Even now we’re more or less clothed. Yet this is a more intimate moment than I’ve shared with any other lover.


    “Was that okay?” he whispers against my temple.


    “Yeah. It was amazing. Was it for you?”


    “Every time.” Jonah kisses my cheek, then my mouth, not shying away from the taste of his own semen the way some guys do. “You destroy me every time. Completely.”


    I’m the one who gets slapped around, thrown to the floor, tied up. But I’m the one destroying him? To anyone outside this bedroom it wouldn’t make sense. Doesn’t matter. Jonah and I understand.


    He turns my face by the chin, examining me carefully. “I didn’t slap too hard, did I?”


    “No. It was just right.” I pull back enough to give him a look. “Sometime I want to fight you a lot harder.”


    “Oh, yeah.” There are no words for the wicked anticipation in Jonah’s smile. “Maybe on a night when we don’t have to be on campus the next morning.”


    “That would work.”


    Postorgasmic drowsiness has begun to tow me down. I can stay awake a long time after coming once—but after the second climax, sleep beckons fast. I yawn against Jonah’s chest, and he cuddles me closer.


    He says, “Do you want me to stay?”


    That’s what most people would do now. We’re dating. We just had sex. We’re lying together in my bed, worn out and deeply satisfied. What could be more natural than asking him to spend the night?


    And yet I can’t.


    “Not this time.” I prop up on one elbow. “After this—just not after this.”


    Jonah’s disappointed, I can tell, but he takes it well. “I understand that. It’s going to take a while to—to make both sides of our relationship fit together.”


    “Exactly.” I feel more relieved than I should. “You don’t mind?”


    He shakes his head no as he looks down at me. “You’ve shown me so much trust, Vivienne. More than any other woman ever has. However slowly you need to take this, it’s up to you. Always. All right?”


    “All right.” And in that moment, I like Jonah so much that I nearly ask him to stay anyway.


    But I don’t.


    He locks the door on his way out. I can still hear his car pulling away as I drift into deep, fathomless sleep.

  


  
    Twenty-three


    Maybe it’s not a big deal that I didn’t ask Jonah to stay over the first night we had sex at my house. But the fact that it was the first time since we admitted we might mean something to each other—since I realized Jonah was a man I could come to care about deeply—


    That feels important.


    Usually this is the kind of thing I would share with Doreen. On Monday I might. But I already know where this will lead. Doreen will ask lots of leading questions meant to tell me what I already know: If I want to have a meaningful relationship with Jonah—an honest one—I have to tell him the whole truth about my rape fantasy. What an extreme fixation it is for me, how dirty it still makes me feel sometimes, and worst of all, what happened with Anthony.


    I’m not ready to talk about any of that yet. I don’t think I’ll be ready to talk about Anthony ever.


    So for now I just have to carry this weight around, and hope Jonah wasn’t too offended by my asking him to leave.


    He shouldn’t be, though. I get the sense Jonah likes to run into locked doors once in a while, for the pleasure of kicking them open.


    •••


    The next morning, when I park my car near campus and do the usual postdrive phone check, I see a text from Jonah: Call me when you get a chance.


    Rather than walk to my office, I sit down on the nearest metal bench. It’s still strange to me that Jonah’s in my contacts. That he’s a guy I call in the middle of the day, like any other important person in my life.


    Jonah answers almost immediately. “Vivienne.”


    Still no hello. “Yeah. What’s up?”


    “I just got a call to consult on locations for a deep-sea rig in the North Atlantic, off the coast of Scotland.”


    “Wow. That’s the kind of thing you do in person?”


    “Not necessarily. But they offered to fly me out there, and Scotland is one of the places I visit whenever I can. I’ll leave tonight.”


    Jonah’s going away again. I’m glad he told me. I feel a pang at the thought of being without him, even for a few days. And yet I’m slightly freaked out that I already want him around all the time. “Thanks for letting me know. How long will you be gone?”


    “About a week and a half. Do you think you could get some time off?”


    “Wait. What?”


    “I was asking if you’d like to come with me.”


    “To Scotland?”


    “An island just off the coast of the Highlands.” Jonah acts like he just invited me to the movies. “I realize it would take a couple of days for you to get things in order and join me—and I’ll be working—but we’d have some time away from it all.”


    I can’t think of what to say. “I’m sorry, you surprised me. Seriously, you want me to come meet you across the Atlantic in a few days?”


    “On the Isle of Skye. It’s a beautiful place, Vivienne. Stark and wild. Not everyone appreciates it, but I suspect you would.”


    “But—a transatlantic flight—”


    “It’s on me,” Jonah says. “I have the miles.”


    You shouldn’t waste them on me, I nearly say, before I remember that one news story I read about his family. His late father was one of the founders of Oceanic Airlines. Not only is Jonah not short on money, but he also probably gets to fly himself or his friends for free whenever he wants.


    That makes this invitation less of a splurge for him—but no less of a leap for us both.


    I laugh in surprise. “You really know how to step it up for the second date.”


    “I realize it’s unusual. But I wanted to ask.”


    This is impossible, of course. I have a class to help teach, a dissertation to write, Shay to look after—


    But a reckless whisper in my head answers, You’ve covered tons of classes for both Marvin and Keiko; they owe you, big-time. You ought to turn your dissertation over to your advisor for a preliminary look soon anyway. Shay’s not due for nearly another month. Arturo and Carmen are taking good care of her—Rosalind too—


    Somehow I find myself saying, “Let me see if I can reschedule some things.”


    “You’ll come?” Jonah sounds surprised, but in a good way.


    “If I can make it work.”


    He speaks with a knowing, arrogant assurance that should infuriate me. Instead it curls my toes within my ballet flats. “You can.”


    “We’ll see!”


    Five minutes later, as I walk into the departmental office, Kip glances over from his computer, eyebrow arched. “Well, well, well. I hear you’re painting the town red these days.”


    “Huh?”


    “A friend of mine who waits tables in the area reported seeing you and Jonah Marks strolling along Congress this weekend. Quite lovey-dovey, at least for Professor Marks, which means he seemed to acknowledge you were there.”


    Does he have spies everywhere? The “campus Sauron” comparison is starting to feel a little too accurate. “Yeah, we went to dinner.”


    “If he’s treating you right, I withdraw my earlier objections,” Kip says as he types something so quickly his orange nails fly across his computer keyboard. “But let it be known, if he breaks your heart, he’ll regret it.”


    From anyone else, that would be pure bluster—some guy threatening to punch Jonah out, knowing full well this battle will never take place. From Kip? It means Jonah could find himself reassigned to a smaller office, denied a campus parking sticker, and God only knows what else. Could Kip derail Jonah’s chance at tenure? I wouldn’t put it past him. “Hey. Jonah’s been great, okay? No need to break out the nuclear option.”


    “Yet,” Kip says with relish. “He remains under watch. Is he taking you on some other outing soon? I want to spy on you.”


    Note to self: Never set up one of our “games” at any location where we could run into Kip. “Actually, now he wants to take me to Scotland. Can you help me clear next week?”


    I really should’ve pulled out my phone before I said that, because the look on Kip’s face would make the greatest Vine ever.


    “Wait. Hold everything.” Kip clasps the desk as if he thinks he might fall down. “Did you say he wants to take you to Scotland?”


    “He’s going tonight, but he wants me to meet him over there in a couple of days. Probably I could leave on Saturday, if I get somebody to cover my classes early next week. But getting out of the departmental meeting, making sure I can move my appointment with Dr. McFadden—”


    “Scotland as in another country, across the ocean?” Kip shows no sign of recovering from the shock anytime soon.


    I shrug. “I realize it’s kind of extravagant for a second date.”


    Kip is one of the only people who might realize that Jonah and I have a connection that dates further back than our evening out on Congress, but he’s too bowled over to catch it. “Kind of? He wants to whisk you away to foreign parts for glamorous locations, uninhibited vacation sex—”


    Jonah and I don’t wait for vacations to be uninhibited. I have to smile. “He’s traveling for work, so I’ll probably be on my own most of the time. Still, I’d like to go. Can you help me out?”


    “Of course I can, sweetie. Just give me a moment.” He pinches the bridge of his nose and takes deep breaths, like someone trying not to faint. “My God. You’ve ensnared the most elusive man in Texas. Tamed the untamable. It’s like I’m talking to the big game hunter who brought down the yeti.”


    “He’s not the yeti!” By now I’m laughing.


    “Then he’s George Clooney, and you’re Austin’s answer to Amal Alamuddin. But... this is a big step for you two. It’s not too big, is it?”


    “What do you mean? It’s just some time away—a little farther away than usual.”


    “Sometimes what looks like generosity can be control.” Kip speaks more quietly now, and something in his tone tells me he’s speaking from experience. He’s made some allusions to a significant love affair in his past that ended badly, but this is the first time he’s ever suggested any of the real details. “You think you’re being swept up in this big romance, but really it’s all about separating you from your own life.”


    That’s not what’s happening at all, I want to say—but I can’t deny that Jonah likes control. I’ve been wondering whether the change in our relationship would take away the sense of danger that excites us both. Maybe I should have been wondering if the danger would instead become real.


    Being with Jonah is a risk. It has been since day one. Someday I might flinch—but not today.


    “You’re overreacting,” I say. “This is a trip. Just a trip, and one I’d love to take. Come on, Kip, work your magic.”


    Kip shakes his head, as if to clear it. “For this, darling? You get the full-on Dumbledore.”


    •••


    Unsurprisingly, everything falls into place just the way Kip said it would. Within the day, I’m able to e-mail Jonah: Hope you were serious about that invitation, because I’m coming.


    Which is how I wind up spending Saturday night thirty thousand feet in the air, suspended between the sea and the moon.


    Until now I’ve spent my aviation life in coach, so first class feels surreal—more like Inception than real life. Flight attendants and passengers alike speak in hushed tones as we recline in large, cream-colored seats that turn into perfectly flat beds. Free champagne arrives the moment anyone lifts a hand. We’re given blankets softer than the ones on my bed, face masks that feel like silk. Even though a transatlantic trip is already a long journey, this feels like even more daring—like traveling from one world to another.


    I am flinging myself into the unknown, and trusting Jonah to catch me.


    Jet lag means my arrival in Scotland is no more than a blur, just like the driver who brings me into the Highlands, onto the ferry, across the water to Skye. Somehow I manage to stay awake until we reach the bed-and-breakfast, where the kindly manager shows me to Jonah’s room, gives me the key Jonah left behind. Then I collapse into bed for a three-hour nap of the sweetest, most perfect slumber, like returning to the womb.


    When I open my eyes again, I feel as if I’ve awakened from hibernation, and I’m more vividly aware of my surroundings than I’ve been in a long time.


    Our room is small, and just barely on the right side of the line that separates “cozy” and “tacky.” A blue-and-green quilt covers the bed; the paintings on the wall show Highland hills blooming violet with heather. Jonah’s square, hard-sided suitcase stands in the corner, next to my lilac duffel bag. I’ve seen his stuff before I see him. It feels strange to be in Jonah’s room without him, to have come to an entirely different country to be with him and still remain alone.


    Yet my solitude doesn’t feel lonely. It feels dreamlike. All my other responsibilities have fallen away. Every other source of tension is gone.


    I put on jeans and a heavy gray sweater that doesn’t get much wear in Texas or Louisiana. Then I walk out from the B&B to see a wild, rocky stretch of coastline in front of me—and behind, endless rolling hills. Only a few scrubby patches of heather linger this late in the year, but the purple is beautiful just the same. Aside from a small stone cottage near the dock, not another house can be seen for miles in any direction. Even the nearby road is too narrow for more than one vehicle at a time. The breeze off the water is cool; the air smells of salt. Splashing at the shoreline makes me look for fish, but to my delight, I instead see two otters scampering in the shallows.


    Some artists believe in creating every single day—writing, painting, doing whatever it is you do—to stay productive. Others believe in a concept called “filling the well.” This means stopping for a while to just take in something new, whether it’s a book you’ve never read, an activity you’ve never tried, or a place you’ve never been before. The new experiences sink deep into your consciousness and take your creativity in new directions.


    If I didn’t already believe in filling the well, the stark, wild beauty of this place would convince me.


    I packed a sketchpad, thinking only to fill the hours when Jonah was working. Now I can’t wait to spend every spare hour drawing. The rugged landscape—the rocky shoreline—even the way our B&B seems to snuggle against the nearest hill: I want to capture every detail, forever.


    From across the water I hear the sound of an engine and the choppy impact of waves against metal. Somehow I know, even before I turn to see the white boat coming nearer, that this is Jonah’s return. When I wave in greeting, I see him lean out—no more than an outline, at this distance—and raise his hand.


    I’d thought seeing him would shatter the dreamlike quality of this place. Instead it seems as though Jonah has entered my dream.


    •••


    “What did you tell your friends?” Jonah asks that night over dinner.


    Unlike most B&Bs, the one we’re staying in serves food and drink throughout the night—mostly, I think, for the fishermen gathered at the other two tables. Jonah and I sit at a beat-up wooden table, near a crackling fire, with lamb stew and dark beer. The firelight illuminates the harsh planes of Jonah’s face; sometimes the flickering shadows make him look almost demonic, but at other moments, he looks as beautiful as I’ve ever seen him.


    This is one of those moments.


    “I told my friends the truth,” I say. “They were surprised, but Carmen and Arturo are excited for me. And Shay... she’s trying to wrap her head around the fact that you aren’t always as, um, reserved as you come across in the office.”


    “She thinks I’m cold.”


    “No, no! It’s not like that.” Shay would never be that bluntly unkind. “One of the first things she ever said to me about you was that you were the best professor in the department to work for.”


    Jonah thinks that over, then nods. As well as he’s concealing it, I can tell—Shay’s opinion means something to him. I doubt he ever goes out of his way to ingratiate himself with people. So if he cares about what Shay thinks, it’s because he realizes Shay is a person whose respect is worth having. This, in turn, makes me realize he’s a good judge of character.


    “What about you?” I say. “Did you tell your friends about bringing me along?”


    “Most of my close friends are from undergrad. We don’t communicate every day. But I told Rosalind.”


    I remember the way she smiled at me when she realized I was “Jonah’s Vivienne.” Her respect is worth having too. “What did she say?”


    “She said it was about time I ‘stepped up my game.’” Jonah says this so seriously that I can’t help but laugh. Slowly, he smiles too—and yet he’s wary about something else. “You didn’t tell me how that ex of yours reacted.”


    “Geordie? He said you were making him look bad, because he never took me anyplace fancier than Ruth’s Chris Steak House.” I would giggle at the memory, but Jonah’s expression seems to forbid it. He’s become stony again, and I wonder if the emotion he’s holding back is anger, or jealousy. “You realize there’s nothing between me and Geordie any longer.”


    “So you’ve said. But you spend a lot of time together.”


    We do. I’ve been surprised how easily Geordie and I transitioned into a platonic relationship. Then again—“We were always closer to ‘friends with benefits’ than any red-hot love affair,” I say. “You know, we tried romance on, it didn’t fit for either of us, and so now we stick to what did work. Our friendship.”


    “Does he understand that?”


    “Definitely.” Truth be told, Geordie looked a little wistful when I told him about this trip, and the fact that I was seeing Jonah Marks—but no more than that. “You sound jealous.”


    “I am,” Jonah says. He looks straight into my eyes and speaks with a calmness that belies every word he says. “I’m jealous of every man who ever touched you.”


    Just hearing him say that brings the heat to my face, to my solar plexus. Our eyes meet, and I know he wants to grab me, right now. To knock everything off this table, lay me down on it and take me...


    But that’s not a fantasy we can act out here and now, not without giving these fishermen the free porno show of their lives.


    Jonah keeps speaking as though he didn’t know I was already crazy hot for him. “You’re better at that than I am. Staying friends with exes.”


    Lightly I say, “Why is that, do you think?”


    This is where most guys would give me a canned speech about how it’s better for the past to be the past. Or, worse, that talk about how their ex-girlfriends went crazy, which in context always means she dared to express anger at some point. Jonah, on the other hand, thinks for a few long moments before answering. “I tend to... compartmentalize. To keep the different aspects of my life separate from each other. So I don’t want to change my exes into the friends they never were. When it’s over, it’s over.”


    Sounds sane enough. I’m pretty good at handling ex-lovers, but I also realize I’m unusual in that way. Some people need to lock the doors behind them. Clean breaks aren’t the worst idea.


    But then Jonah adds, more quietly, “I’m trying to do things differently with you.”


    Wait? When we break up?


    No, of course not. Jonah invited me to join him here in Scotland. He brought me into another part of his life. I’m the one he wants to change for.


    He slides his hand across the table until our fingers touch. I take a deep breath and look into his eyes. The intensity of the desire I see there—the need to own me not just in bed, but in every possible way—it thrills me. And terrifies me. I can’t say which emotion is more powerful.


    This is the moment when I realize what tonight means. Jonah won’t want to play out a scenario tonight. The sex won’t be any fantasy rape. It will just be us, him and me, literally and emotionally naked.


    Either I’ll have to fake my way through it, or I’ll have to tell Jonah the truth.


    It shouldn’t be scarier than the dark fantasies Jonah and I have shared—but it is. It is.

  


  
    Twenty-four


    As soon as Jonah and I enter our room, he closes the door and reaches for me. Neither of us even turns on the light.


    I sink into Jonah’s embrace and feel his lips brush against mine. As he winds his arms around me, our kiss intensifies. This isn’t the hard, punishing kiss he first gave me, or the gentler one we’ve shared after sex or at my front door after our first date. This is desire without violence. Passion that comes not from any fantasy but from the emotions we’ve kindled in each other.


    Jonah’s hands slip beneath the hem of my sweater, and I feel his fingers brush along the small of my back. “I never get to tell you how beautiful you are,” he murmurs. “How much I love just looking at your body. Do you know how fucking gorgeous you are?”


    “You’re the gorgeous one.” Which is true. I’m attractive, but no more so than any number of women the average person sees on the average day. Jonah? He’s a breed apart.


    Like no one else, I think as I unbutton his shirt—pausing only to let him lift my sweater over my head and toss it aside. The firmness of his abdominal muscles, the unreal disparity between the broadness of his shoulders and his taut, trim waist, even those storm gray eyes—Jonah is extraordinary. Anyone attracted to men would want him desperately.


    But they couldn’t share his fantasy. Couldn’t give him what he really needs in bed. That’s only me.


    Jonah’s fingers find the front clasp of my bra and click it, so that the lacy cups slide sideways, exposing more of my breasts. He pushes the straps over the curve of my shoulders. “Look at you,” he whispers as he starts caressing me. “I don’t get to do this enough.”


    I kiss the line of his jaw, his throat. His stubble is rough against my lips. “Mmm. Do what, exactly?”


    “This.”


    Jonah lifts me just enough to toss me on our bed, then impatiently pulls off his shirt and lets it fall. He crawls onto the bed, his arms and thighs caging me beneath him. His kisses are warm against my skin as he moves from my neck to my breasts.


    I whimper as the warmth of his mouth and tongue close over my nipple. Jonah sucks—he licks—he kisses—and he keeps going, drawing out the pleasure. Too many guys rush this; not Jonah. By the time he shifts to my other breast, I’m already writhing beneath him. Even as he sucks harder, his hand reaches for the button of my jeans.


    “So—fucking—beautiful,” he murmurs as I help him get my jeans past my hips. Jonah sits up to tug them away, then sits there at the foot of the bed for a moment, gazing at me. I lie naked in front of him, my nipples hardened and glistening, my breaths coming fast. Slowly, so slowly, he slides my legs apart and stares at me even more intently. “I never get to do this either.”


    Which is when he lowers his mouth to my clit.


    Oh, God, he’s good at this. He’s really, really good at this. Jonah’s tongue laps at me, circles me, and then he starts to suck in a rhythm that brings me to the brink almost instantly.


    But it’s not going to make me come.


    Only the fantasy does that.


    Pretend, I tell myself desperately. My entire body trembles. Pretend he’s forcing you to do this. That he told you to lie here and let him do whatever he wants or he’d make you sorry.


    Usually that works, but tonight I can’t convince myself. Jonah’s face is buried between my legs—and I can tell he’s lost to anything but the desire to taste me, to make me come. The broad muscles of his shoulders work beneath my knees, nearly as sexy as the slight bob and turn of his head. He’s giving everything to me. Serving me. And I love it, I do, but even as I hover at the dizzy edge of orgasm, I can’t let go.


    “I want you inside me,” I moan. “Please, Jonah, fuck me.”


    He pulls back a bit, kisses my cunt one more time, then shoves himself off the bed to get rid of his jeans. I lie there, splayed out for him, panting hard. Jonah can’t move fast enough.


    Then he’s atop me again, the hardness of his erection pressing insistently against my belly as we kiss. I take his cock in my hand and guide it downward; Jonah closes his eyes in pleasure as he feels how wet I am.


    “Now,” I whisper, and Jonah pushes all the way inside me with one long, slow thrust.


    Yes. I arch my back, close my eyes. Now I can imagine anything I want.


    “You feel so good,” he murmurs. “So fucking tight. I love feeling you wrapped around me.”


    I ought to enjoy hearing him say that. On some level I do. But his praise only cuts into the fantasy I need.


    As Jonah begins driving into me, I fill my mind with images of what we’ve done before. If—if maybe that first night at the hotel, when he threw me on the bed—if he hadn’t ended the scenario then. If he’d kept me there, calling me a whore and a slut, until he could fuck me again—


    —it might have felt like this—


    As I get close, my entire body tenses against his, and he feels it. Jonah starts thrusting harder. Answering me. I fill my mind with the memory of that hotel room, the savage way he took me, not so unlike the way he’s inside me now. I can’t think anymore, can’t see. I belong only to him, only ever to him.


    The world goes white-hot as I clench around him. My orgasm hits me so hard I think for a moment I’ll pass out. I manage to stifle my cry of ecstasy against Jonah’s shoulder, and I hear him sigh with satisfaction.


    “Vivienne,” he groans, and then he’s there with me. Pleasure shudders through Jonah’s body as he grips me closer, and there’s nothing better than this.


    Or there shouldn’t be.


    But I can’t forget that I still had to fantasize about rape to get myself all the way there.


    “At last,” he murmurs as we lie together in the aftermath. Jonah spoons behind me, drowsily kissing my neck and shoulders. “I got to take my time enjoying you. Now I get to sleep beside you.”


    “I should warn you—sometimes I talk in my sleep.”


    Jonah chuckles, the vibration of his laugh resonating against my back. “What do you say?”


    “Nothing intelligible, apparently. Just mumbling.”


    “Doesn’t matter. I could sleep through a tornado.”


    “My perfect guy,” I say. I mean it as a joke—thinking of how Geordie used to grumble about my waking him up in the middle of the night. But once I’ve said the words, I realize how true they might be.


    Some men would hear that and instantly panic. Jonah simply kisses the nape of my neck and holds me tighter.


    I should be so happy right now. And I am—in so many ways—but the dark weight of doubt lingers deep inside. Whatever else my sexual relationship has been with Jonah, it has been completely, utterly, honest.


    Tonight, for the first time, I hid the truth from him. When I indulged in that fantasy without him—in a way, I lied.


    But the only thing worse than lying to Jonah would be telling him the truth.


    •••


    The rest of our time in Scotland is as beautiful and unearthly as the beginning. Jonah spends most of his days out on the water, getting readings about the nearby ocean floor that I would need at least a master’s in seismology to understand. Meanwhile, I hike along the coastline, almost never seeing another human being save for the driver of the occasional truck that rumbles by on this lone, deserted road. Sometimes I run into sheep. Here, a flock is as close as you get to a crowd.


    This landscape is both beautiful and strange. Not a single tree grows as far as I can see. The ground only lies level right next to the water; otherwise, the land bows and buckles into countless rocky hills. Although low clouds cover most of the sky, it only rains on me once, and then when I’m close enough to the B&B to make a dash for it.


    Each day, I fill my sketchbook with more drawings. Sometimes I try to portray everything as far as my eye can see. Mostly, though, I concentrate on smaller details—the delicate, fading heather next to weather-worn stones, or the slim dark shapes of otters just beneath the water.


    Each evening, Jonah returns to me, and we eat and talk in the small, darkened dining room of the B&B. He never opens up about his childhood, or really about anything else truly intimate—but even the simpler conversations we have about books we like or places we’ve been carry their own weight. Jonah isn’t someone who reveals himself easily, I realize. These smaller confidences aren’t his version of small talk; this is how he builds a bridge. Slowly, gradually, stone by stone.


    Besides, I can’t be impatient with him for holding back when I’m doing it too.


    Every night, we make love. Jonah’s caresses only become more tender, more fervent. I treasure every kiss, revel in the way we learn to move together. Finally I get to see his entire perfect body and worship it with my hands and tongue.


    But there always comes a point where I have to imagine the rape.


    It’s easier to pretend he’s forcing me when he fucks me from behind, so I ask for that a lot. Jonah seems to love it. Even when he’s on top of me, though, I can close my eyes and lose myself in yet another fantasy.


    No harm done, I think, until our last night in Scotland.


    “C’mere,” Jonah murmurs in the middle of foreplay, pulling me atop him. “Haven’t had you like this yet.”


    “I thought you didn’t like woman-on-top,” I say, which is not exactly true but at least believable.


    Jonah grins. “I like you any and every way I can have you. Come on. I want to watch your beautiful body move.”


    It feels good to straddle him, better to lower myself onto his rigid cock. And it’s amazing to look down and see him sliding in and out of me—to feel his hands massaging my breasts as I move—and to watch Jonah’s face, his openmouthed smile of desire and wonder. I control the pace; I have the power.


    Which is what makes it impossible to sink into the fantasy again.


    I keep going, riding him hard. My breasts bounce with every move, and Jonah’s fingers find my clit. It’s not enough. Why can’t it just once be enough?


    “Come for me,” Jonah whispers.


    I should fake it. What’s one more lie, after the others I’ve told this week? But my unspoken fantasies were only lies of omission. Faking it for him is a kind of dishonesty I won’t stoop to, not with Jonah. “I can’t—like this—”


    “What do you need?” He grips me more tightly around the waist. “Whatever you need, it’s yours. Just say the word.”


    He means it. I know he does. Maybe I can at least trust him enough to take him at his word. “Push me down. Take me hard. Like in our games.”


    Jonah stops moving. His gray eyes search mine, and I have no idea what he finds. All I know is that the warmth of his expression fades. Once again he becomes the forbidding, controlling figure of my darkest fantasies.


    He flips me over so fast I gasp in surprise. Jonah pulls out, rolls me over, gets behind me, pulls my hips up to meet him. One of his hands closes over my mouth as he thrusts inside me again.


    Oh, God, yes. Jonah takes me hard—so hard he brings me to the edge of pain—and the grip of his fingers around my face completes the illusion. I imagine him breaking into my house again, gripping me like this, telling me I have no choice but to take it. My cunt tightens around him; I know he can feel it. I know he can tell how close he’s brought me already.


    Jonah’s the only one who knows me like this. The only man who’s ever fucked me the way I wanted to get fucked.


    Each stroke gets better, and better, until I come, groaning against his palm. Even as I swoon from the dizzy pleasure of it, Jonah slams into me harder, determined to live the fantasy through to the end.


    He’s silent when he comes, this time. I only know he’s finished from the way he tenses and goes still. After a moment, Jonah slides out of me, and I feel warm wetness slicking my thighs. Now that we’re past using condoms, sex with Jonah is a lot messier. Hotter, too. “That was perfect,” I murmur as I collapse onto the bed.


    “Was it?”


    Jonah sounds so... cool. I look over at him, but he’s already closed his eyes. After a moment he rolls over onto his side, away from me.


    It’s almost as if he’s angry with me for wanting the fantasy. But that’s absurd. Jonah never judged me for wanting it before, and besides, he loves it too.


    Maybe the man’s just tired. He just fucked you six ways from Sunday. Eventually he was bound to fall asleep immediately after.


    Makes sense. I’m tired too. And I refuse to think about it any further than that.


    But this is the only night in Scotland that he doesn’t hold me as I go to sleep.


    •••


    “And you haven’t spent time with Jonah since returning to the States,” Doreen says the next Monday, as I sit on her sofa, fighting to stay awake despite jet lag.


    “I wouldn’t have expected to,” I say. “It’s going to take me days to get through the Category Five storm that is my inbox, and I’m sure Jonah is at least as slammed as I am, if not more.”


    Doreen simply nods, her hands folded in her lap. “Has he called you on the phone? Have you texted?”


    “He texted after we got into separate taxis at the airport, to make sure I got home safe. Then earlier this morning I e-mailed to ask him to come to Arturo and Shay’s Halloween party, and he said yes.”


    “Halloween party?” That makes Doreen smile a bit. “Not that I’ve ever met the man, but Jonah Marks doesn’t seem like the costume-wearing kind.”


    “I know.” I have to grin too. “Still, the natural next step is introducing Jonah to my friends. Well—not introducing, they’ve all met him—but having all of us spend time together. Making sure everyone can get along.”


    “And if they can’t?”


    “They can.” In all honesty, I’m not sure how Jonah will react to my friends—particularly Geordie—or how they’ll react to him. But Jonah’s default mode is cool courtesy, which means even in the worst-case scenario, everyone will be able to manage. “Hopefully I’ll spend time with Jonah and Rosalind sometime soon. She seems great.”


    Doreen is too smart to pursue the conversational detour I just offered. As ever, she sticks to the point. “So everything is going well.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Then why did you tell me you were feeling uneasy after that last night in Scotland?”


    I sigh. “I shouldn’t even have said anything.”


    “Vivienne.” Doreen’s voice is soft. “We’ve made a lot of progress these past couple of years because you’ve learned to be truly open with me. Be a shame to lose that now.”


    “We aren’t losing it,” I reply—which is maybe not one hundred percent true, if I can’t open up to her about this. “It’s just that so many things about my relationship with Jonah are difficult to put into words.”


    “He’s proved himself trustworthy. You enjoy spending time with him even in a nonsexual way. Jonah Marks has turned out to be an interesting, intelligent person.”


    I nod.


    “But you feel that he reacted badly on that final night, when you expressed your wishes during sex.”


    “I think so. I’m not sure.” I am, though. Something about the silence between us has been—too empty. “He wouldn’t freak out about that, though. Not when we’ve acted out that fantasy in so many other ways.”


    “Does that feel like the whole truth to you?”


    With a sigh, I admit, “No.”


    “What else might be bothering him?” Doreen cocks her head. “I think you have an idea.”


    She’s right; I do. Really I’ve sensed this all along. “I guess it could be that—when I admitted what I wanted—he realized that I was fantasizing about it every other time we had sex in Scotland. Pretending he was forcing me, even when he wanted us to make love in a more romantic way.”


    She says, “Why do you think that would disturb him, when it’s a fantasy he shares?”


    Finally I say what I know Doreen’s been getting at the whole time. “Jonah wouldn’t be angry about the fantasy. He’d be angry about the lie, because that’s how he’d see it. As a lie.”


    “How do you see it?”


    My rationalizations about “lies of omission” seem flimsy now, and I’m embarrassed to even speak them out loud. “... I guess it was a lie.”


    How do I even start to tell Jonah the truth? How can I find the right parts to tell?


    All I know is that I’m never telling him the whole story. No matter what else might come between Jonah and me, I can’t confess the truth about my rape. I hate even saying the name Anthony.


    And then I would have to discover how Jonah reacts when the rape isn’t only a fantasy. When he has to confront the fact that this dark, twisted scenario that gets him off is something that—in the real world—scars people for life.


    Once he understood that, either Jonah would come to hate his fantasy, or—or he wouldn’t care.


    Either way would mean Jonah and I could never play our games again.


    And I can’t give them up.

  


  
    Twenty-five


    Why did it have to be Halloween?


    As I sit in front of my mirror, braiding my hair, I tell myself that I’d have been nervous about introducing Jonah to my friends at any time. This is the next big get-together. Ergo this is when I take him to hang out with the whole gang.


    But Halloween seems so... silly. Like the kind of thing Jonah wouldn’t be into at all.


    Then again, I am into Halloween. The crazier the theme party, the more I like it: That’s the New Orleans in me. Might as well find out if Jonah can deal.


    Just as I finish buckling my Mary Janes, I hear Jonah’s sedan pull up out front. I open the door to greet him, and when I see him step out of his car, I have to grin. “You wore a costume!”


    “That’s the whole idea of a costume party, right?” Jonah pauses, glancing down at the scrubs he’s got on. The pale blue, loose-fitting pants and top don’t disguise the phenomenal physique underneath; he looks just like a doctor. A hot doctor. The surgical cap over his dark hair is the finishing touch.


    “Yeah, we’re supposed to dress up. I just didn’t think you’d actually do it.”


    “Rosalind borrowed these for me from the hospital supply cabinet.” He says this as if it explains everything. Probably it does. I can hear her telling him you can’t go to a costume party in your everyday clothes without coming across as a total killjoy. “Nothing as elaborate as what you’ve got on.”


    “Oh, this old thing.” My getup was sold as “Oktoberfest Fräulein”—short poofy skirt, peasant blouse pulled down off the shoulders, high socks, and faux-Teutonic embroidery around the edges. The pigtails aren’t long enough, or blonde, but I left most of my wigs at my parents’ house, so this will have to do.


    Jonah laughs. “You wear this often?”


    “At least a couple times a year since I bought it my first semester in college.”


    “You’re not kidding, are you?”


    “If I didn’t already know you’d never lived in New Orleans, this would prove it,” I say as we walk to his car. “Between Halloween, Mardi Gras, and various theme parties, you need a few costumes in case of emergency. A lot of people there have what we call ‘costume closets,’ so you can put together an outfit or help a friend.”


    “Do you have a costume closet?”


    I shrug. “Just a pith helmet, a couple cloaks, a couple wigs, some go-go boots, and this.”


    “New Orleans,” he says, as if it’s another planet. He’s not that far wrong, actually. His eyes drift toward the cleavage revealed by the tugged-down peasant top. “You look sexy as hell, by the way.”


    “Thanks. So do you.” It’s all I can do to keep from fondling his ass right here in the driveway. I take pity on my neighbors and restrain myself.


    It’s a relief to hear him laugh, and for conversation to flow freely between us. In the days since we got back, Jonah’s coolness has lingered. He only e-mailed twice: once to make sure I had settled in well, and then again to accept my invitation to Arturo and Shay’s party.


    He had a lot to do, I remind myself. Remember how you had to bust ass all week to get back up to speed?


    True. Still, I can’t shake the feeling that something has changed between us, and maybe not for the better.


    Arturo opens the door in his Star Trek redshirt getup. I get a big hug, and Jonah gets a handshake. Not the warm, half-hug, hetero-guy handshake good friends often share—more businesslike—but surely Arturo’s grin makes up for it. “Good to see you again, Jonah. What’s your poison?”


    “I’m driving tonight,” he replies.


    “Which means I get to have a glass of wine,” I interject.


    Arturo laughs. “Not a beer? It would match your costume better.”


    “Not unless you’ve got the steins to put it in.” With that, I lead Jonah into the party.


    Already a large crowd has gathered. Arturo and Shay can’t entertain quite as extravagantly as Carmen does, but their friends trust them to provide a good time. (Plus, to judge by the umpteen six-packs and bottles lying around, it looks like at least half the people here contributed to the refreshments.) Décor is at a minimum—mostly a couple of white drapes in the windows stained with “bloody” handprints and slash marks. But a few candles burn here and there, and the stereo is thumping with a Latin beat. There’s that creep Mack wearing a neon-green “pimp suit,” complete with zebra-striped lapels. The costume is as repulsive as the guy himself. Carmen, on the other hand, looks radiant—a long skirt, peasant blouse, and embroidered shawl in brilliant colors, her thick black hair braided atop her head and pinned with paper flowers, and for the finishing touch, a penciled-in unibrow to make her a perfect Frida Kahlo. I spy Kip in the corner, one of two guys dressed up as punk rockers. To my delight, the other one turns out to be Ryan the bartender from a few weeks ago. Kip must not have wasted any time after getting Ryan’s number.


    As Arturo leads us toward the bar area, I catch sight of the person I’ve been most nervous about seeing. At least his getup gives me a ready opening line. “That does not count as a costume.”


    “I beg to differ,” Geordie says. He’s in full Scots regalia: kilt, high socks with ribbon, velvet evening jacket, and even a sporran hanging in front. Like any true Scotsman, he somehow manages to look manlier while wearing a skirt. “Yes, back in Inverness, this would be evening wear appropriate for any wedding or formal function. Here in the U.S.? It’s a costume.”


    “If you say so.” Deep breath. “Geordie, I think you might have met Jonah Marks, from the earth sciences department? Jonah, this is Geordie Hilton. He’s getting his LLM here in Austin.”


    “Pleasure,” Geordie says, with enough gusto that it passes for sincerity.


    Jonah nods. “Vivienne speaks highly of you.”


    Geordie smiles in surprise. “Does she, now? Then she’s being too kind.”


    With his impeccable sense of timing, Arturo appears with a glass of wine in one hand and a can in the other. “This is for you, and can you take the ginger ale to Shay?”


    “We’d love to,” I say, seizing the graceful exit Arturo has provided. “We’ll catch you later, okay, Geordie?”


    Geordie smiles, somewhat stiffly, then turns to start pouring himself more wine.


    In the town house’s living room, Shay holds court from the sofa. She’s lying there comfortably, while different guests come by to say hi or chat for a while. Her face lights up when she sees Jonah and me. Or maybe it’s the ginger ale. “Tell me honestly,” she says as I hand her the can. “Isn’t this the most boring costume ever?”


    “Of course not,” I tell her. “The pregnant nun is a classic.”


    She sighs as she pushes the black wimple back from her face. “I was going to go in drag as Santa, or maybe Homer Simpson if I could find the mask. But in the end Arturo just had to grab something from the costume shop. And hullo there, Jonah.”


    “Hi,” he says, and his smile is easier than it’s been the rest of the night—even with me. “We’ve missed you in the department.”


    “Have you?” Shay’s cheeks pink with pleasure. “Sometimes I think they don’t know what to make of me.”


    “They talk about hiring you full time, when you’re ready for that,” Jonah says. “Don’t tell them I told you.”


    “Really?” Shay beams even more when Jonah nods, and finally I relax a bit. At least one of my friends can get along with Jonah just fine.


    I decide to help things along. “Turns out Jonah is a good friend of Dr. Campbell’s.”


    Her eyes widen. “My doctor?”


    “Don’t worry. Rosalind would never betray a patient’s confidential information.” Jonah grins, fierce as ever, but at the moment not intimidating at all. “Now, the same rules don’t apply to me. So if you want to hear any embarrassing stories about her—”


    “Spill it!” Shay starts to laugh. “She makes me tell her how I poop. So I need to even the playing field.”


    Jonah makes a face, but a good-natured one. Then they’re deep in an anecdote about the time Rosalind talked Jonah into going on a hike, then sprained her ankle at a point where he had to carry her piggyback about six miles back to the car.


    Finally I can really relax. I mix and mingle, never losing sight of Jonah for long. Mostly he stays by Shay’s side; after a while, Arturo joins them, and as they talk, Arturo’s smile broadens. He’s winning them over.


    Carmen whispers, “He’s hotter than I remembered.”


    “Oh yeah,” I say.


    “The sex is great, isn’t it? I can tell just looking at him.”


    “You have no idea.”


    Geordie keeps his distance, never straying far from the bar as he flirts with every unaccompanied girl who shows up. I wish he didn’t feel so awkward, but hey. Maybe he’ll find someone, and we can finally complete the last stage of “moving on.”


    The only dark spot on the evening comes when I see Carmen and Arturo exchange a few sharp words. He frowns, and she hugs herself the way she does when she’s feeling hurt. But I don’t interfere. Sibling relationships can be complicated.


    I think of Chloe and inwardly groan. Can they ever.


    When I cycle back to Jonah, he’s completely at ease—the way he was in Scotland on our best nights. I sit next to him, near Shay’s feet, and drop a kiss on his shoulder. “You seem to be enjoying yourself.”


    “More or less,” Jonah replies, like he can’t quite believe it. “You have good friends. I’ve always thought that was the best measure of a person.”


    “Never looked at it that way before—but you’re right.” How better to judge someone than by the people they choose to have around them, the ones who love them best? “So when do I get to spend time with Rosalind?”


    “Soon.” Jonah turns to kiss my cheek. His eyes are gentle as he looks at me, and my heart turns over in my chest as he touches my hand. Everything’s all right between us again. Maybe it always was. At any rate, I can stop freaking out.


    I whisper, “Let’s not stay too late. I wouldn’t want to tire Shay out.” A wicked smile spreads across my face. “I want to tire you out.”


    “—and we’re leaving.” Jonah gets to his feet.


    We’re almost to the door before I run into Kip, who has sprayed his hair into a pink faux-hawk for the occasion. He’s had even more to drink than Geordie, which is why he folds both Jonah and me in a sloppy embrace. “My darlings. My most surprising lovebirds. How are you?”


    “Great.” Gingerly I try to extricate myself from Kip’s arm. “Not as good as you, though.”


    “He’s sex on a stick, isn’t he?” Kip throws a coquettish glance over his shoulder at Ryan, who waves. “As are you, Professor Marks. Oh, no need to make that straight-boy terror face. I’m well aware I’m not your flavor.”


    Jonah is clearly at a loss for what to say. I don’t blame him. Finally he comes up with, “Okay.”


    “So glad it’s all working out! Scotland and the rest of it.” As Kip lets us go, I breathe a sigh of relief. Too soon. Because the last thing Kip says to Jonah before he staggers off is, “Shouldn’t have even bothered playing spy.”


    Instantly Jonah’s expression darkens. I take his hand. “Come on. Let’s go.”


    But as we walk away from the house, Jonah demands, “What did he mean by that?”


    I want to say I don’t know—but that’s too direct a lie. “Kip looked up all this stuff about you when he realized you and I might have something going on.”


    Jonah stops in his tracks. “How do you know about it? Did he tell you later?”


    Time to confess completely. “He printed out all these stories about your family and showed them to me. I read some. It wasn’t that big a deal.”


    “If it wasn’t a big deal, why didn’t you tell me about it?” His eyes are blazing.


    I might submit to Jonah completely in the bedroom, but in real life? It’s a different story. “Because it’s awkward as hell! Because I thought you might overreact—no idea where I got that from. So you grew up in a big house! Who cares?”


    “That’s not all you read.”


    “No. Do you really want to talk about the rest right now?”


    “I don’t want to talk about it at all.”


    “Then why are you angry with me for not saying anything?”


    We glare at each other for a long moment. Then Jonah’s hand closes over my forearm, hard enough to bruise. “We’re going to my place,” he says, his voice low and rough. “And we’re going to play.”


    My entire body responds. Arousal lances through me so sharply I gasp. “Yes. Let’s play.”


    •••


    We say almost nothing on the drive. It helps preserve the angry mood.


    At one point, though, Jonah mutters, “You know you can say the safe word at any moment.”


    Silver. “Of course I know.”


    He’s going to give it to me rough. Right now I want him so badly I can taste it.


    Up until now, I’ve had no idea where Jonah lives. He drives us into the heart of downtown, to the edge of Lake Austin. A few high-rises here host luxury apartments, the kind of accommodations most students can’t afford—or most professors, either. I’ve never even walked inside one. Jonah grabs a bronze-colored card from his sun visor and buzzes us into the parking garage almost without slowing down.


    All the vehicles here are sports cars, status symbols; Jonah’s sedan looks modest compared to the Mercedeses and Jaguars parked in each spot. Yet one garage is very like another. Once we’re parked, we walk through the same dark, echoing concrete you’d see anywhere else.


    He grabs my arm again, pulling me along faster. “It’s quiet. This late, nobody would see. Should I fuck you here?”


    It’s Halloween. People will be out and about—which means they’ll be coming in at all hours. “No. We shouldn’t—”


    Jonah pushes me against the nearest pylon, hard enough that I have to steady myself to stay on my feet. “I’ll fuck you here if I want to. It’s not up to you, is it?”


    The game has intensified. We’re working out something through our fantasy, even though real anger should probably never play a role in what we do. But that edge of anger only makes me want him more. “No,” I whisper. “It’s up to you.”


    Apparently satisfied, Jonah drags me with him into the building.


    He turns a key so we can ride the elevator to the penthouse floor. When the doors slide open, they reveal the large, shadowed space of his apartment; Jonah is the only one on the top level.


    So I can scream or struggle all I want. No one will hear.


    “Take your goddamned clothes off,” Jonah says. He starts stripping off his scrubs, right there in front of the elevator door.


    I obey. The space is too dark for me to see much, besides the city lights of Austin shining through the windows. I can tell his apartment is enormous, though, open-concept—so I’m standing in the middle of a vast, murky room I don’t know. Trembling, I ditch my shoes and socks, push my skirt down to the floor, then lift my peasant blouse over my head. Now I’m only in a strapless bra and panties.


    Before I can remove those too, Jonah steps close to me and grips both my arms, holding me fast. He’s stark naked, his erection jutting between us. The dim light from the city outside shows me little more than how big he is, how muscular—how futile it would be for me to fight him. That, and the anger in his eyes.


    Tonight, for the first time, Jonah’s fury is absolutely real.


    Surely this is when he’ll start calling me names. Slut. Whore. Bitch. In my mind I can hear his voice growling those words.


    But tonight I learn that when Jonah is truly angry, he falls completely silent.


    His silence is scarier than anything he could ever say.


    The hardwood floor slams against my knees when he shoves me down. He grabs my hair, hard, to hold me in place as he pushes his cock inside my mouth. If he would slow down, I’d try to suck him off, but nothing I do is enough for Jonah. He keeps thrusting, relentless, going deep enough that I cough and sputter for breath around his cock.


    Jonah could hurt me. He wants to hurt me. Say silver, or snap your fingers. Make him stop.


    I don’t.


    The sheer force Jonah uses on me stuns me. All I can do is kneel there, mouth open, letting myself be used. I whimper in both fear and desire. That’s when he pulls out and yanks me to my feet again.


    “Jonah—” But I can’t think of what to say, and he doesn’t give me a chance to say it. Instead he pushes me forward until I make contact with something low and leather. A bench or ottoman, maybe.


    He tugs me against his chest and whispers the first words he’s said since the garage. “On your knees.”


    By now I’m shaking. But I do what Jonah demands. I climb onto the bench and kneel there, waiting. Everything around me is darkness.


    I feel something slide around my arms—a belt, I realize, as the leather tightens. Jonah has bound my wrists behind me. Never before has he bound me; the thrill of fear I feel only sharpens my desire. By now my fear and arousal are so overpowering that it’s as if I’m drunk. He yanks back on the belt, nearly knocking me off balance, and I cry out. His hand slides down the center of my back, a touch that I know means possession.


    Jonah owns me now, and he knows it.


    He pushes between my shoulder blades, so that I nearly topple over. When I’m bent like that in front of him, one of his hands seizes my hip and he shoves his cock inside.


    Jonah takes me with a ferocity I’ve never experienced before. One of his hands closes around the belt, holding me in position by my arms; the other releases my hip to fist in my hair, and he pulls back hard. Jonah pumps me, so fast and so hard that my breasts shake and my entire body starts to sweat. My knees and wrists ache—my shoulders feel like they’re being pulled back too far—and yet there’s nothing I love more than the slap of his body against mine, the feel of his cock filling me up. Jonah vents his full fury on me, inside me.


    Yes, I think, fuck me. Punish me. Make me take it.


    Desire sharpens inside me. Peaks. The darkness seems to be turning red, and my heart thumps so hard I think I can hear the rushing of blood in my ears. Ragged cries escape my lips; I couldn’t hold them back if I tried.


    And then, in a blinding rush of pleasure, I come. For the first time in my life, my orgasm makes me scream.


    Jonah doesn’t stop. Doesn’t even slow down. He just fucks me harder, so hard he must want to break me—but then he comes too, shouting out as he pumps deep inside me and stiffens. We spend a couple seconds locked together, too stunned to move.


    Then he slides out of me, hot and wet. The belt around my arms loosens and falls away. I try to get to my feet, but I can’t; I’m still shaking too hard for that. Instead I slump onto the nearby couch.


    Jonah stands above me, a black, featureless shadow. Everything I ever told myself about fearing this man comes back to me, and I wonder what happens after this. If he’s still angry, if what he just did to me isn’t enough—


    But my eyes are adjusting to the darkness, and I see an expanse of white on a nearby brick wall. A square, in a silver frame.


    The etching. The man’s hands cradling the dove. That’s what I’m looking at.


    And in that instant I remember that whatever twisted fantasies bind me to Jonah, our connection goes beyond that. Or it can, if we figure out how.


    I whisper, “Hold me?”


    Jonah pauses, but then he sits by my side and folds me in the warmth of his embrace. He is as gentle now as he was cruel a minute before.


    Slowly he lowers us to lie on the sofa, and I curl next to his chest. I say nothing else, and I don’t look at Jonah’s face. Instead I stare up at the etching, trying despite the darkness to make out the lines of the dove’s fragile wings, and the man’s strong hands.

  


  
    Twenty-six


    Few things could be more embarrassing than taking the Walk of Shame dressed like the St. Pauli Girl. So Jonah lends me a T-shirt and some workout shorts with a drawstring that allows me to cinch them around my waist.


    I almost don’t remember the moment when, half asleep, I let Jonah carry me into his bedroom. But this morning I woke up next to him in an enormous, king-sized bed, and since then he’s been considerate. Almost courtly. The total opposite of last night.


    As Jonah scrambles some eggs for us, I walk around, taking a look at his place in the daylight. His bedroom and bathroom are the only fully enclosed spaces, occupying a bricked-in area at the center of the enormous open space that forms the rest of his apartment. Stainless steel shines in the kitchen, yet the dining table nearby seems to be made of reclaimed woods, rustic and yet somehow perfect here. I circle around to see low bookshelves beneath the wide windows that look out on Lake Austin and the rest of the city—a space defined as the living room by low leather sofas, a Turkish carpet, and the ottoman I remember. Turns out it’s dark red. At the far end of his apartment—the part where I’ve nearly circled back to the kitchen—is a home office with books stacked around his computer, and a seismograph sitting on a small end table. All the lines move slowly and easily—no tremors today. I step around a treadmill to reappear in the kitchen, where Jonah is spooning our finished breakfast onto our plates.


    He’s wearing nothing but boxer briefs and a white tee so tight and thin that he might as well be shirtless. Even after weeks of screwing around, this man’s body takes my breath away.


    Jonah gives me a sidelong look. “Feeling okay?”


    “Yeah, sure.” I take a sip of the OJ he’s poured into a sleek glass tumbler. “I only had one glass of wine last night.”


    “That’s not what I meant.” His hand finds mine, and I watch him examine my wrists, looking for burns from the leather he strapped around them last night. But there’s only one small bruise, no larger than a fingertip.


    I meet his eyes evenly. “When you go too far for me, I’ll tell you.” After a moment, he nods.


    I only wish I knew just how far “too far” would be.


    When we sit at the table, I have a good view of my etching, which hangs on the brick inner wall. Jonah catches me looking at it and smiles. “Is that the right place for it?”


    This is your apartment, I want to say, hang it wherever you want—but the truth is, as an artist, I kind of do care about where my work ends up. “That spot is perfect, actually. You get enough light to see it clearly, without so much sunshine that the inks could fade.” It’s in a place of pride, too, which is always an enormous compliment.


    Jonah uses his fork to push his eggs around his plate. “I’d like to ask you a question. Feel free not to answer.”


    “Um, okay.”


    “What else did you read?” He can’t meet my eyes. “From the stuff Kip gave you.”


    “I learned you ran track. That your house is supposed to be haunted. And—and I learned that your family’s having a tough time.” That seems like the most tactful way to put it. He’ll have to realize how much I know; the guy can’t be blind to the way the press seizes on his family’s troubles.


    Jonah finally looks up at me. Once again, I see a sliver of that deep-buried vulnerability. “What the media reports—that’s not the whole story.”


    “I never figured it was.” I rest my hand on Jonah’s forearm. “You can tell me what you want, when you want. I’m not going to pry. I shouldn’t even have read the stuff Kip gave me.”


    “No. If it’s in the papers, it’s fair game.”


    “Well, I haven’t pried any further than that, and I won’t.”


    He nods, but I can tell he doesn’t entirely believe me. At first I’m offended—but then I wonder whether anyone has ever respected Jonah’s privacy. He can’t believe anyone would willingly give him space and solitude, because he was denied it before. I remember the news stories about a mad mother—my own theories about his anger with her—and feel a pang deep inside as I realize how long Jonah’s been building these walls around his heart.


    Can those walls ever be torn down?


    Not by anyone hiding behind walls of her own.


    We eat breakfast in silence, lovers who have told each other everything and nothing.


    Jonah drives me back home, kisses me gently before I get out of the car. We’re all right—at least, as close to it as we ever were.


    Time to figure out what all this means later. Right now, I need rest.


    So I nap for a while longer, take a long, hot shower, and change into jeans and a sweater. A party as epic as Arturo and Shay’s would need a volunteer cleanup crew the next morning even if Shay could help. Since she can’t, the earlier I get over there, the better. Tidying up will take my mind off the tangle of emotions between Jonah and me.


    When I pull up in front of the town house, Carmen’s car is already parked out front. I expect to get teased about sleeping in—and then maybe about who I slept in with. So I brace myself to face the inquisition.


    I’m not prepared for what I find instead.


    Arturo opens the door without even looking at me. “What business is it of yours?”


    “If you get evicted, who else are you going to move in with?” Carmen’s voice is shrill and sharp—unlike her. “That makes it my business!”


    “We’re not going to get evicted!” Arturo’s face is flushed. This argument has been going on for a while.


    “You spent almost a hundred dollars on beer,” Carmen says as she stomps through the living room, grabbing cans and tossing them in a trash bag she has clenched in one fist. “With a baby on the way! That’s irresponsible!”


    It’s a measure of how close I am to Carmen and Arturo that they think nothing of letting me in while they’re having a bitter argument. Doesn’t make it any less awkward for me. “I’m going to check on Shay,” I say, before hurrying up the stairs. The sounds of their squabbling follow me the whole way.


    I find Shay propped up in bed, holding the new crochet needles and soft white yarn I gave her at her bedside baby shower a couple days after I returned from Scotland. But she’s not working with the yarn, just sitting there teary-eyed. She tries to smile when she sees me, but it doesn’t really work. “They’ve been going on like this for at least half an hour.” She wipes at her cheeks with the back of her hand. “I can’t stand it.”


    “Hey, hey. Every brother and sister fight sometimes.” This is true, but I feel like a liar saying it. Neither Carmen nor Arturo is the type to shout, especially not at each other.


    Shay sniffles. “It was like Carmen was mad at me for getting pregnant to begin with, and then as soon as she got over that, she turned on Arturo. We saved up for one last party before the baby! Everything besides the beer, other people brought! We weren’t being stupid—were we?”


    I sit on the bed beside her. Despite the fact that she’s a married woman on the verge of motherhood, she looks so much younger than me right now. More like a girl than an adult. “You’ve got all the furniture for the nursery. You’ve started a savings account for college, and this kid is still a fetus!”


    “But there’s day care to pay for too—because I’ve got to finish my degree, or else I’ll just be a lead weight around Arturo’s neck—” By now Shay is breaking down completely.


    “It’s going to be fine,” I promise her. “Okay? You guys aren’t going to get derailed by one last party.”


    “Did war break out downstairs?” Surprised by the voice behind me, I turn around to see Geordie standing in the doorway, shirtless but still clad in his kilt. He winces at the light coming in through Shay’s bedroom window. “Also, is it November first or have I been out for longer?”


    “You passed out around two A.M.,” Shay says between sniffles. “Arturo put you on the nursery floor.”


    “Kind of him.” Geordie slumps against the doorjamb. His complexion has taken on a ghastly shade of green. “I’m afraid I may be on the verge of getting sick in your toilet.”


    Shay waves her hand toward the bathroom. “Go ahead,” she says miserably. “I’ve vomited in it often enough the past couple months. Someone else ought to get a turn.”


    As Geordie stumbles into their bathroom, I hear Carmen yell, “Yes, you do have to justify this! You’re going to be a father, Arturo! You have to justify everything you do that isn’t about taking care of that baby!”


    I squeeze Shay’s hand. “I came here to help clean up. But what if I got Carmen out of the house instead?”


    “Oh, God bless you.” Shay leans back on her pillows, gone limp with relief.


    So I hurry downstairs, grab Carmen’s purse, then point to her. “You. Me. Brunch. Now.”


    Carmen and Arturo freeze, midargument. It would be funny if I hadn’t seen Shay crying. Finally Carmen manages to say, “How can you think about brunch at a time like this?”


    “On a weekend morning? It’s pretty easy. Come on.”


    She doesn’t say a word as we leave, or on the drive to Magnolia Café. But while we wait in line outside, Carmen mutters, “You could have just told me to cool it.”


    “Would it have worked?”


    Carmen doesn’t answer. She just hugs herself more tightly against the chilly breeze.


    “What were you freaking out about?”


    “The way they spend money—”


    “They threw one party, Carmen. Otherwise they’ve been more careful with their money than you or I have ever been.” Arturo is one of the genius-freaks who started an IRA at eighteen. “That’s not what’s actually bothering you.”


    “How would you know? You can’t read my mind. You don’t have to ask yourself what it would be like if you had to help support your brother and his wife and a baby—”


    “That’s not going to happen!” Even if I didn’t have so much faith in Shay and Arturo, the Ortiz family is reasonably well off. Carmen and Arturo’s parents aren’t rich, but they’re in a position to help out if the new baby needs anything.


    Carmen hasn’t even heard me. “—you don’t have to ask yourself if you’re going to get derailed, because you don’t have any responsibilities like that. You can just keep working on your thesis, and going to the studio. You’re going to make it no matter what. It’s not like that for me.”


    “Of course you’re going to make it. You’re a math genius.”


    “No, I’m not.” Her voice breaks. “I was really smart on the high school level. And the undergrad level. But now? At this point? I’m falling behind—I can tell I’m falling behind, and my advisor says I have to buckle down or—”


    Carmen starts to cry. A few people in the brunch line are staring. Well, let them stare. I hug her tightly. “You’re not scared for Arturo. You’re scared for yourself.”


    “One of us has to make it,” she whispers as she hugs me back. “I don’t think it’s going to be me.”


    Her behavior over the past several months finally makes sense. All this time, Carmen’s been dealing with this incredible anxiety by pushing her fears onto her brother. First she resented Shay for weighing Arturo down with responsibility so young; this morning, she turned on Arturo. But really she’s scared to death that she’ll fall and no one will be there to catch her.


    “Listen to me, okay? You’re going to get through this. Yeah, graduate work is difficult. It’s supposed to be! But you were smart enough to get there, and you’re smart enough to make it through.”


    Carmen shook her head against my shoulder. “I don’t know.”


    “Sometimes life is like a video game. When things get harder, and the obstacles get tougher, it just means you leveled up.”


    She laughs brokenly. “Except I suck at video games.”


    “I know.” Carmen never even figured out how to steer her car in Grand Theft Auto. “But you don’t suck at math. Come on. Deep breaths.”


    She keeps crying it out for a while, though, and is still teary when we finally get seated. Still, one of the great truths of life is that any situation can be improved with coffee. By her second cup, she’s perked up a little—and when her waffles arrive, she’s calm again, enough to notice my relatively empty plate. “Hey, why didn’t you order anything?”


    “I got tea and toast.”


    Carmen gives me a look, no doubt remembering my ability to slaughter a stack of pancakes.


    “Well,” I admit, “Jonah might have made me breakfast this morning.”


    “Oh, yeah? He stayed over?”


    “I stayed over.”


    Carmen’s eyes are still red from crying, but I can tell she’s glad to have something else to think about for a while. “You’ve been so quiet about this guy. When you first met Geordie, you told me everything.”


    I’ll never be able to explain why I didn’t tell her about Jonah at first, or why so much of our relationship will remain secret. But if he’s going to be a bigger part of my life, I have to open up about him a little more. “Jonah’s a very private person,” I say. “I respect that.”


    “Fine. Be mysterious. It doesn’t matter, because obviously this relationship is the definition of a whirlwind romance. And you’re totally into him. I mean, you went to Scotland with him! How much was that ticket at the last minute?”


    She isn’t asking for real—just trying to get me to prove I’m head over heels for Jonah. Still, this might be the moment to be totally candid about the Scotland trip. “He got me the ticket.”


    Her eyes go wide. “Jonah bought you a ticket to Scotland? Oh, my God, Vivienne. That’s huge!”


    “Not really. His dad actually was one of the cofounders of Oceanic. So he’s got an in with the airline.”


    This doesn’t have the effect I expected. Carmen frowns. “You said Oceanic?”


    “Uh, yeah. Why?” Was there a crash today or something?


    Instead Carmen says, “So... Jonah’s part of that screwed-up family in the tabloids.”


    I gape at her. “How do you know that?”


    “If his dad founded Oceanic, and his name is Jonah Marks, that means his dad was Alexander Marks, right?”


    “Since when have you heard of any of these people?”


    Carmen makes a face. “The usual! TMZ, sometimes the news, supermarket tabloids—I mean, come on, you have to read those once in a while, right? What else can you do while you’re waiting in line?”


    “I check my phone and talk myself out of buying candy bars, like a normal person!” Great. Everyone in the whole world pays more attention to gossip than I do. So much for keeping Jonah’s secrets. Calming myself as best I can, I say, “I think Jonah tries to keep his distance from all that.”


    “He didn’t even say anything about his mom this morning?” Carmen winces. “I bet he hadn’t heard yet.”


    “Hadn’t heard what?”


    Even the most serious news sources print sensational headlines for this story. There’s no way to describe it that isn’t lurid.


    CHICAGO “MAD HEIRESS” ARRESTED FOR ASSAULT ON STEPSON


    Everything from the Wall Street Journal to OhNoTheyDidn’t has differing accounts of what happened. A few blurry camera-phone videos have been posted to YouTube, but none of them reveal much beyond distant movement in the dark, and the sound of a woman shouting. As near as I can piece together, Jonah’s mother left Redgrave House—already unusual, for her—and went to The Orchid, a downtown club and restaurant so chic even I’ve heard of it. The Orchid’s owner turns out to be Maddox Hale, Jonah’s younger stepbrother. When Jonah’s mom accosted Maddox, an argument ensued, and apparently she hurt him—though nobody can agree whether she knifed Maddox through the hand, only slapped him, or something in between. I don’t get a good look at Jonah’s mother at any point on the videos, but I do hear a man saying, “She doesn’t know what she’s doing. It’s all right. I don’t want to press charges.”


    So Maddox would have let it go, whatever it was she did. The police feel differently.


    All I know for sure is that Jonah must feel so torn up inside. And I understand instinctively that he will never, ever talk about it with a single soul—not Rosalind, not me, not anybody.


    Maybe I should call him or run back by his apartment. Not to make him open up if he doesn’t want to, just to be there with him.


    Yet that feels like... too much. Like acknowledging his pain would be too intimate. How can we be this close and yet this distant? I want to bridge the gulf between us, but maybe that’s impossible.


    The entire day, I wait for him to call. I don’t expect Jonah to vent about his family’s sorrows, but he might turn to me for companionship. For understanding.


    He doesn’t phone that day. Or the next. No e-mail either.


    Whatever hell Jonah is going through, he seems determined to go through it alone.

  


  
    Twenty-seven


    On Thursday, Jonah finally calls while I’m shopping at the supermarket.


    Even after five days, I don’t get a hello. Instead he says, “Sorry I’ve been—off the radar.”


    “That’s okay. Sometimes we all need some space.” That’s my invitation to him to tell me why he wanted his solitude.


    The invitation is declined. He says only, “I had an idea.”


    “Yeah?”


    “For our next game.”


    I’m standing in the produce aisle between the cucumbers and the persimmons, but just hearing his low, rough voice talk about our games makes my body respond instantly. Fire kindles deep inside, and I cradle the phone closer to my face so no one will overhear. “Tell me.”


    “When I have you, I want to own you.”


    “You always do,” I whisper.


    “Not completely,” he says. “Until now.”


    •••


    Doreen’s hair seems to have gone gray at the temples in the past couple of months. I wonder how much of that is due to me.


    “You and Jonah haven’t spoken about his family issues at all,” Doreen says. “Even with their goings-on splashed on every website and newspaper in the country.”


    “He doesn’t want to talk about it.” I shrug. “Sometimes I don’t want to talk about things either. So we respect each other’s privacy. Isn’t there a quote about that? About how the best love is two solitudes that border, protect, and greet one another?”


    “We’ll discuss Rilke some other time.” Doreen’s dark eyes never leave my face. “You say Jonah never mentioned his mother’s arrest. Instead he called and asked you to ‘play’ again.”


    “That’s right.”


    “You realize he may be compensating for feelings of powerlessness.”


    At that I have to laugh. “You don’t need a psychology degree to figure that out.”


    “What do you think you’re compensating for?”


    “I’m punishing myself by indulging myself. When I indulge my rape fantasy—when I surrender to that fear and helplessness—I’m punishing myself for wanting it. Don’t you see?”


    “I doubt it’s as simple as that.”


    Is she kidding? “Nothing about this is simple.”


    Doreen leans forward, and when she speaks to me, genuine emotion comes through in every word. “There is no reason for you to punish yourself for this fantasy.”


    “I want to relive the worst thing that ever happened to me? What Anthony did to me? It’s sick.”


    “Again, many women have rape fantasies. Some men do too. It’s not always a response to trauma. Most of the time, I don’t even think there is a specific reason.”


    A thousand times, Doreen has said this. But what she says next explodes in my mind like she’d thrown a hand grenade:


    “You might have had this fantasy even if Anthony had never raped you.”


    “No.” I shake my head. “He did this to me. You know he did.”


    “Anthony raped you,” she says. “The fantasy comes from that, and from a culture that eroticizes violence against women, and leftover puritanical guilt about sex that tells us we’re not allowed to choose it and want it for ourselves, and from God only knows where else.”


    I’m furious with her. I want to cry. My cheeks are flushed with shame. Every emotion I’ve ever felt about this is bubbling up at once. “But it’s the only thing that gets me off. I can’t come any other way! Does that sound normal to you?”


    Doreen looks at me steadily. “Exactly. The fantasy isn’t your problem; it’s the extremity of your fixation on it. Who is it who won’t let you find sexual satisfaction any other way?”


    Me. She means me.


    And only at this moment do I realize Doreen has been building to this moment for a very long time.


    I grab my purse. “This is over.”


    “This session, or our counseling relationship?”


    She said this knowing I might break from her permanently. Right now I want to. But I’ve found too much solace here in the past to let Doreen go that easily.


    “For now,” I say. “But I’ll be back.”


    I go out the door without waiting to hear her reply.


    As I walk to my car, trembling, I think of what I meant to talk with Doreen about. We weren’t supposed to unearth the roots of my fantasy today. We were supposed to talk about this weekend. What Jonah wants from me. How much further we’re going than ever before.


    It doesn’t matter. No matter what Doreen said today, it wouldn’t have stopped me.


    What Jonah asks of me, I’m going to give.


    Preparations:


    I set up an automatic e-mail response at both my school and personal accounts, letting everyone know I won’t be able to reach them until Monday morning at the earliest.


    I tell Carmen that Jonah is “taking me away for a weekend,” just to a cabin in the state park, nothing major. She thinks it’s something romantic and sweet; more to the point, she won’t worry about me. Won’t look for me.


    Kip hears that we might go hiking, Jonah and I. Although he raises an eyebrow at my choice of recreational activities, he believes me. Why wouldn’t he? That way, when I come back to the office next week, Kip won’t think anything if I’m scratched or bruised.


    Water the plants. Pack an overnight bag.


    And on Friday, I drive to the place where I’ll be held captive.


    •••


    I want to kidnap you, Jonah said.


    I want to keep you tied up, away from the rest of the world, for days. I want to use your body in every way it can be used, over and over, until you can’t take it anymore. But you’ll still have to take it. And I want you to know there’s no place you can run to, no one who will hear you.


    You will be completely mine.


    When we could think straight again after that, we worked out the logistics. As aroused as I am by the thought of Jonah actually grabbing me and dragging me into his car, we can’t risk it. We might easily be seen, which means someone could either call the police—or worse, play vigilante, which could get Jonah arrested, badly hurt, or even killed. The places where we live offer some privacy, but I’m too familiar with them. Too comfortable. Both of us want the illusion of ultimate control to be as complete as possible.


    So Jonah found a place, a rental cabin near the edge of the state park. He’s given me an address and a time to show up there Friday afternoon. By another hour on Sunday, he’ll set me free.


    The rest is completely unknown to me. I’ll be in Jonah’s hands.


    I wear the clothes I bought at the thrift store specifically to be destroyed—a faded cotton skirt, a T-shirt too thin for November weather. While I can’t saunter in carrying my suitcase without destroying the illusion, I’ve packed a duffel bag Jonah will bring inside from my car at some point. It contains a change of clothing for Sunday and my cell phone. Anything else I need, or want, I’ll have to earn.


    This late in the season, we’re probably the only ones who’ve rented a cabin for the weekend. Even if we weren’t, none of the other cabins are within three miles. Every minute I drive reminds me of how remote our location is. How all-encompassing this fantasy will be. My palms are sweaty against the wheel of my car. Songs play on the radio but I don’t hear them. There’s only my pulse, my nervousness, and my desire.


    Sunset stripes the sky violet and orange as I reach the cabin. Gravel crunches beneath my tires while I take the long, narrow road away from the highway and the rest of civilization. Finally I see the cabin—a small, rustic place with bare-wood walls and a low ceiling—and Jonah’s sedan parked in front.


    He will have heard me pull up. That’s his cue.


    I get out of my car. My legs feel weak and wobbly beneath me. I drop my keys on the hood of my car, turn away from the cabin, and listen. Every rustle of leaves in the trees makes my ears prick, and—not for the first time—I think, This is crazier than anything else you’ve done. You’re crossing a line. Are you ready for that?


    Then I hear the cabin door open, and I run.


    Twigs and branches snap across my chest as I hurl myself into the woods, running as though my life really did depend on it. My world has become a blur of trees, dirt, the pale sky above. The uneven, rocky ground makes me stumble once, twice, again—but I keep my footing. I have to. I have to try to get away.


    And I can hear him behind me. His footsteps coming faster and louder. Even his ragged breath. Jonah’s chasing me with all his strength.


    We are both too good at our games.


    I reach a clearing and attempt to run faster, but that’s when I’m tackled from behind. We fall to the ground, and I put up the best fight I can—kicking, wriggling, trying to get out from under him—but Jonah has me. All my struggles do no good.


    He gets his knees on my arms, puts his weight on my chest. Jonah is breathing hard, dirt smudged across his cheekbone and his forehead. He pants as he looks down at what he’s caught, and I feel the rise and fall of each breath beneath my trembling body. I am powerless to do anything but lie beneath him.


    Slowly, Jonah smiles.


    •••


    “I’ve been waiting for you.”


    Jonah has dragged me inside this cabin—which is bare-bones, so far as I can tell. One of his arms pins both of mine behind my back as he pulls me onward so fast I stumble. I glimpse only a few sticks of wood furniture, a rag rug on the floor, before Jonah pushes me into the bedroom.


    The bed is the only piece of furniture in the room. Barely even a double, with a metal frame that has tarnished to dingy mercury gray over time, and covered only with a stark white fitted sheet—but what catches my attention are the ropes.


    Jonah has wound pale ropes around each of the four posts of the bed. They wait for me.


    He shoves me onto the bed. One shoe I lost in the doorway; the other falls off now. I try to push him off, but it’s futile. Jonah straddles me and smiles in slow satisfaction as he spreads my arms wide. “Shhhhh.” He pushes one of my wrists through a loop of rope—it’s soft, silky, like the stuff that holds back curtains, but when he tightens it, I’m bound as inexorably as I could be by handcuffs. “This will go so much easier if you stop fighting me. Much faster. Don’t you want it to go faster? To be over?”


    “Let me go—”


    Jonah thrusts my other hand into its binding. “Shut up,” he whispers. “Or I’ll gag you with your own panties.”


    No.


    Yes.


    He slides off the foot of the bed and pulls one of my ankles to the post. Within a moment I’ll be tied down, spread-eagled, open to him and whatever he wants to do to me.


    He ties the other foot. That’s it. I’m completely helpless. Only the word silver could save me now.


    As he stands at the foot of the bed, between my legs, Jonah runs his hands up my thighs. “I wanted a pretty one. A girl like you. One I can keep.”


    Silver, I think wildly. Silver. But that’s not what I say. “Please let me go. I won’t tell anyone, I swear. You could drive me somewhere—let me out, so I don’t know where you are—”


    Jonah shakes his head slowly. “I warned you.”


    He reaches under my skirt and rips my panties away. As I watch in a crazed mixture of horror and desire, he wads the cotton into a ball, then climbs atop the bed. One of his hands forces my jaw open, and he stuffs what’s left of my panties inside. I can taste my own wetness, my own need.


    As he kneels between my parted, trembling thighs, Jonah takes my T-shirt collar in both hands and rips it open. I went without a bra, so my breasts are exposed to him. As he cups them, he pinches my nipples and smiles as they harden to his touch.


    “Let’s see what else I caught,” Jonah says. His strong hands tear through my skirt as if it were made of tissue paper. Now I’m naked, as exposed to him as a person could be. “Oh, I can think of lots of things to do with you.”


    By now I’m crying. It’s not acting, not completely.


    “What?” He looks at me, mock-innocent. “Do you have something to say?”


    He pulls my panties from my mouth for the pleasure of hearing me beg.


    “Please,” I whisper. “Please.”


    “Why should I? Are you a virgin?”


    “—no—”


    “Then you’re a slut. Anyone can use you. Now it’s my turn to use you.”


    I try to turn my face away, but he stuffs my underwear back into my mouth. For a few moments he watches me, writhing and helpless. My cunt is completely exposed to him—every part of me is laid bare—and I can hide nothing. Prevent nothing.


    “So many things I can do to you,” he murmurs. “First I need my toys.”


    Toys? That could mean anything. I told him not to cause me serious pain—so not a whip, probably—but the list of things he could use to bind or humiliate me is endless. They run through my mind, a kaleidoscope of sexual perversion that lights me up inside.


    I hear him outside, then at the door. What else could he have brought?


    When he walks inside, he casually tosses a bag near the foot of the bed, then smirks to see me there, tied so that he can see my exposed cunt. Jonah steps closer and thrusts his fingers inside me. He works his hand in and out, slowly, then steps back. His grin is wicked as he unzips his pants.


    I don’t want to want this, but I do—I do—


    “You want to beg me some more?” Once more he tugs the panties from my lips. I think he likes this, shoving them inside, silencing me.


    “You don’t have to do this.” My words come out shaky.


    Jonah laughs. “Say anything you want, bitch.”


    Then he climbs atop me, his blood-dark cock thick between my legs for the moment before he pushes inside.


    It burns. It aches. It’s so fucking good I could scream.


    His cock fills me, inch by inch—he’s taking it slow, tormenting me with how long it will take. “Yeah,” he whispers as he sinks in deeper. “That’s it.”


    He’s in me all the way now, and starts thrusting, still going slow—but strong, so strong he pushes my body upward on the bed, and the ropes around my ankles strain. I groan in mingled satisfaction and pain.


    “Shut the fuck up,” he says. His hips rock forward, so that he’s buried in me to the hilt. “Or I’ll pound you harder, ’til you bleed.”


    Jonah slides into me. Out of me. Every stroke burns; every move aches. My traitorous body responds to him, wanting more even as the ropes bruise my wrists.


    “Taking it slow,” Jonah says. “Do you know why?”


    I shake my head. My hair is stuck to my forehead with sweat


    “Because I’m not going to come in you yet. You have to wait for it. Soon you’ll beg for it, because that’s the only way I’m going to stop.” He pushes in again, burying himself deep inside me, and whispers against my shoulder, “Stop for now, I mean. I’m going to fuck you again. And again. I’m going to fuck you blind.”


    “Don’t—”


    “I told you to shut the fuck up.”


    Jonah pushes the panties back into my mouth, and this time he won’t take them out again. He pumps into me, his hips pistoning faster and harder until the force of it feels like it’s going to rip me apart. He’s spread my legs so far apart that I can see where he sinks into me, the faint glistening of my wetness against his rigid cock as he slides in and out and in again. My ragged cries are muffled by the cotton in my mouth, and I can tell he loves how I try to scream, and fail.


    When I’m on the verge, I can’t help rocking my hips up to meet his—but that’s when he pulls out, denying both of us release.


    For a moment he kneels there, his cock jutting forward as he looks at his prisoner. He reaches up to cup my breasts, squeezing hard.


    Then he slides off the bed.


    He goes for his bag and pulls out something small and white, U-shaped. What in the world?


    “I’m going to roll you over,” he says. “You’re not going to kick me, or fight, or do anything else stupid. If you do, you get spanked. Understand me?”


    Nobody’s ever tried to spank me before. Is Jonah talking about light, playful pats, or something more brutal?


    Probably the latter. I mean to find out.


    When he loosens one of my ankles, I do nothing more than flex my foot. Renewed circulation sends blood rushing through my heel and arch and toes, tingling in a way both painful and welcome. But when he releases the other, I use my newfound traction to push myself farther up the bed and kick at him.


    “Bitch.” Jonah lunges over me and sinks his teeth into my shoulder. Pain ripples through me—has he broken the skin?—and I freeze. This is what he wanted. He turns me over as best he can. While my arms are still tied to the posts, most of my body lies on my left side, and he’s now scooting down the bed to tug my legs to the opposite bedposts.


    He’s turning me over just enough to expose my ass.


    “That’s right,” Jonah murmurs. “Lie still instead of fighting. You want to make me happy, don’t you? If you make me happy, I can be nice to you. Give you something to eat. Let you sleep in this bed instead of on the floor.”


    Oh, God, oh, God. What is he going to do to me? I fear it as much as I thrill to it. Is there no danger, no humiliation, that can ruin this fantasy for me? Or will it own me forever?


    It owns me. Jonah owns me.


    I shake my head yes, silently affirming that I’ll do what I can to “make him happy.”


    He grabs my hair, lunges close. “Good. You’ve learned that you have to do whatever I want. And now I want you to wear something.”


    Wear something? Confusion only adds to my fear as he pulls away again and grabs the small white device. Now that I see it more clearly, I can see that the ends of the U are flatter, the center more cylindrical; it seems to be coated in silicone. Then I feel him slide it inside me—one end within my cunt, the other pressing against my clit.


    “You’re not just going to take this,” Jonah says. “You’re going to like it.”


    I hear a soft click—and the device inside me begins to vibrate.


    This is a vibrator? I’ve only seen the rabbit ones, not counting the enormous things they sell at the pharmacy as “back massagers.” I come so easily that I’ve never bothered buying one.


    It feels good, though. Great. I realize now that this is perfectly designed to be worn during sex; the end inside me is slim enough that Jonah could push his cock in there too. Maybe the sensation will do something for him, too. But I don’t know why he thinks I’d need a vibrator to enjoy it when he fucks me...


    Just at that moment, Jonah slides two fingers inside my ass.


    My entire body tenses, clenching around him. His fingers seem to slide up so deep inside me; the pressure kindles primal shame within. I start to shake, individual muscles in my legs and my ass trembling like the strings of an instrument being played. As Jonah turns his hand inside me, I can feel the pressure of his knuckles—the roughness of his skin against my hole—and I feel myself blushing so strongly that my skin seems to be on fire. Jonah chuckles, low and hot; he must see that I’ve gone scarlet with shame. He pulls out his hand, but he’s not done.


    I called off my limits. Why did I do that? Because now he’s going to do something to me no other man ever has. Jonah is going to fuck my ass.


    “You’re going to love it,” he whispers as he ties one of my legs to the bedpost, then the other. I couldn’t turn over if I wanted, now. Jonah’s fingers push back inside me—not so slow, this time—and he starts working his fingers back and forth. Yet the vibration against my clit keeps doing its job, turning me on even more. “You’re going to come hard while I’m in your ass, and that’s going to prove how much you love it, slut.”


    Oh, God, oh God, oh God, oh God. I told him this was no longer forbidden, but only because I knew it was something that could happen in a real attack. Nobody’s ever put it in my asshole before. It’s going to hurt. It would hurt if anyone did it, but Jonah’s massive cock will split me in two—


    “You’re going to come so hard, it’ll be the best it’s ever been.” Jonah pushes another finger in me. Tender flesh stretches. By now I can tell he’s slicked his hand with something, oil or some other kind of lube, but it doesn’t lessen my panic. I don’t want him to do this. I want out of here.


    And yet I don’t.


    I can’t say silver, not with my underwear jammed in my mouth. Still, I could stop him by snapping my fingers. Even bound as I am, I could manage that. But the vibration is starting to profoundly affect me. Spirals of arousal spin through my head, dizzying me completely. My cunt throbs and aches. But it’s my ass Jonah is working hard.


    One last plea: I shake my head. Jonah laughs. “What, do you want to beg? I like hearing you beg.” With that he tears the wet rag of my panties from my lips and throws it aside, done with it at last. “Beg me, baby.”


    “I—” I choke out the word. “Please, not that. Anything but that. I’ll do anything else you want.”


    “You’re going to do everything I want anyway, bitch.”


    And then Jonah pushes inside.


    I cry out. The pain is undeniable—and yet it lessens quickly as Jonah holds still, stretching my body to fit him. Shaking, I try to wriggle away from him, but I can’t move. All I do is push the vibrator more forcefully against my clit, and then there’s no telling the pain from the pleasure.


    Jonah starts to move, taking my ass the way he’s wanted to since the beginning. I hear him groan in satisfaction.


    He’s tearing me apart—no. He’s fusing us together. There’s no me any longer, no him. There’s only the way Jonah pumps into me, every move turning us into one.


    Jonah’s the only man who ever made my entire mind splinter like this. Because I can’t speak. I can’t think. I don’t know what to feel. All I know is that he’s pumping me hard now, so deep inside me that it seems like—like there’s nothing left of me except my body, and my body is completely his—even the arousal arcing inside me, more and more powerful, that belongs to him too—


    My cunt contracts, and my orgasm crashes over me, through me, a tidal wave of pure ecstasy. My ass clenches around Jonah’s cock, and I hear his low, cruel laugh of triumph. He did this to me, fucked me up the ass and made me come long and hard and good while he did it.


    That’s it. He’s won. He could never own me more than he does right now. And I glory in my own defeat.


    Jonah plunges into me again, his hands pressing into the mattress on either side of me. “Not done yet, baby. Not nearly done yet.”


    And the vibration isn’t done with me either. Already I feel arousal building inside me again. Surely I can’t come again this fast. I can’t. Yet the vibrator’s inexorable stimulation continues rippling through me, demanding my response.


    He keeps pumping into me. Stretching me out. Violating me in the most degrading way a man can force a woman—and making me love it.


    Every single flutter of the vibrator between my legs brings me closer to the brink.


    “Oh, God,” I whisper against the mattress, in mingled surrender and shame. “Oh, oh—”


    It crashes into me like white noise and white light and oblivion. I come so hard it makes me convulse beneath him, and Jonah laughs out loud in his triumph.


    No one else could ever master me like this. Only Jonah.


    He whispers, “Slut.” And then he grunts and shoves inside me to the hilt, shuddering as his own orgasm takes him.


    For a moment I lie there, vibration now almost painful against my overstimulated clit. But Jonah leans back—slides out—and slips the vibrator out too.


    “You’ll beg me for that again later. You’re going to beg me for all kinds of things.” He unleashes my ankles and turns the vibrator off, setting it aside. I’m too limp and weak to resist or even to move. “Now you’re going to shower for me. I want to watch you. Then you’ll come back here and get tied with your legs open again. So anytime I want to use you, I can.”


    Jonah slips my wrists free, drags me to my feet—


    —and my cell phone rings.


    The sound of that ringtone—the one I assigned to Chloe after our last awkward phone conversation—jolts me almost entirely out of the fantasy. He must have brought in my duffel bag when he walked away for a few seconds, because the ring is close, maybe by the door. Jonah’s growl of frustration is completely real. How could I have forgotten to turn the ringer off?


    “Are your friends wondering where you are?” Jonah runs his hand over one of my breasts, pulls at my nipple. “They’re never, ever going to know. I’m going to shut off your phone so we don’t get disturbed again.”


    The ringing stops. Thank God. Chloe will leave her voice mail, and Jonah and I can slip back into the fantasy. He walks me through the living room into the bathroom, which is basic tile, stark and white. Trembling, I step into the shower where I’ll have to perform for him—


    —which is when the damned phone rings again. And it’s still Chloe.


    Chloe would always rather leave a voice mail. Always. She wouldn’t keep calling back if this were any ordinary call.


    This is important.


    Something’s wrong.


    “Silver.” I turn to Jonah and repeat the safe word. “Silver.”


    Instantly he releases my arms. His expression shifts in an instant, no longer the angry, brutal master. Now he’s Jonah again, and I’m me. “What’s going on?”


    “My sister. She never calls twice like that.”


    I head toward the sound of the ring. My legs are still shaky; my breathing is still too quick. I slump to my knees on the floor before I unzip my duffel. Although the ringing stops in the instant before I grab the phone, I immediately hit the key to return her call. She picks up instantly. I say, “Chloe? It’s me. What is it?”


    “Thank God I got you.” Chloe doesn’t sound sarcastic. She’s totally sincere. This is bad.


    “What happened?” I whisper. “Tell me.”


    “Dad had a cardiac arrest. Tomorrow they have to do open-heart surgery. They don’t know if he’s going to live.”
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    I was shattered before Chloe called. Now I’m—I don’t know what I am.


    “It’s after seven o’clock,” I say as I put on my underwear, yank on a bra. “I couldn’t get to the airport before eight or eight thirty. They never have leftover seats anymore, especially not for the flights at the end of the day.”


    Jonah has refastened his jeans. He holds his hands out the way a groom might try to soothe a skittish horse. “You can fly out first thing in the morning. We can buy your ticket over the phone.”


    I shake my head. “That’s too long.”


    “They have to operate right away,” Chloe said. “He’s scheduled for a valve replacement first thing in the morning.”


    There’s no way I could spend the morning up in a plane, phone shut off, waiting to land so I can find out whether my father is alive or dead.


    “Wait,” Jonah says. “Are you going to drive it?”


    “I’ve driven from Austin to New Orleans before.” It’s eight hours, usually—but late at night I can make better time. I might be able to cut that down to six. I could get to my house before dawn. Then maybe I could see my father first thing in the morning, before the surgery.


    Jonah doesn’t look convinced. “That’s one hell of a drive.”


    “You meet the most interesting people that way.” My laugh sounds strangled in my throat. “So don’t knock it.”


    “Vivienne.” He steps closer to me. “You’re shaken up and worn out. Driving through the night—you could fall asleep at the wheel.”


    “While I’m freaking out about my father maybe dying any second? I seriously doubt I’m in danger of dozing off.” I yank on my sweater, step into my jeans.


    Jonah’s hand closes over my shoulder, a gentle touch that seems to flow into me like a slow, deep breath. “At least eat something,” he says softly. “It won’t cost you ten minutes, and you’ll be in better shape for the drive.”


    I can’t imagine a snack would make any difference in how I feel. But I realize Jonah’s trying to be helpful. To at least act like the lover he might someday be for me.


    When will that be? After all your secrets are told. So, never. My illusions have been overshadowed by harsh, cold fact.


    “If you can give me something to take with me, that would be great.” I kneel to pull on my socks. “But I have to get out of here.”


    By the time I’m ready to go, Jonah has a plastic grocery bag filled for me—a chicken sandwich, a banana, even a plastic bottle of orange juice. Provisions for his hostage, I guess.


    “You’re positive you’re ready to drive?” he asks.


    I nod. I’m ready because I have to be.


    “Your family—” Jonah hesitates for a long moment. “Are they going to take care of you?”


    He’s seen between the lines. As little as I’ve told him about Chloe and my mother, he already knows they don’t have my back. Not even a crisis like this is going to seal the rifts between us.


    Jonah’s a perceptive man. That doesn’t change anything.


    “You don’t talk about your family. I don’t talk about mine. We figure how much we can share, and how much we can’t. Aren’t those the new rules?” I pause and take a deep breath. “Thanks for the food. And—this setup was great. Some other time.”


    He simply nods. The man is no better with good-bye than hello.


    When I sit behind the wheel of my car, lingering soreness reminds me of how perfectly Jonah fucked me only minutes ago. I was exhilarated. I was shaken to the core. But all of those emotions have been wiped away. Only dread remains.


    I’m on the verge of losing the last adult person in my family who hasn’t betrayed me.


    •••


    “Sugar, you aren’t acting like yourself,” my dad said so many times that spring and summer. “We need to take you to the doctor. I think you have mono.”


    “I don’t have mono,” I would say. “I don’t need to go to the doctor.”


    Even if I’d been miserable with strep throat or stomach flu, I wouldn’t have gone to the doctor then. For months afterward, I was convinced that my next medical exam would somehow reveal I was no longer a virgin. That wouldn’t make Mom believe me about Anthony. Instead she’d have assumed I’d slept with a boy from school, told me I was fast, grounded me for months. Then I’d never be able to leave my house. I’d be stuck staying in, having to sit on that sofa and pretend I hadn’t been raped there.


    My father had no idea about what Anthony Whedon had done to me. My mom didn’t share my “lie” with him, and Chloe wasn’t the type to admit to anyone that she was worried about her little sister “flirting” with her boyfriend.


    And, of course, I never said a word to Dad myself. He wouldn’t have been as unkind as Mom or Chloe—but he wouldn’t have believed me either. I’d heard the things he’d said when he heard news stories about a girl found unconscious in an athletic dorm, or someone trying to prosecute the five guys who videotaped what they did with her while she was passed out. If a girl gets that drunk—if she goes to a young man’s dorm room—she knows full well what’s going to happen. She wouldn’t have done any of that in the first place if she wasn’t looking for sex. Now she’s been caught and doesn’t want people calling her a tramp, so she’s making up stories. Ruining those poor boys’ lives.


    I hadn’t been in a dorm. I hadn’t been drunk. I had been watching a movie on my own sofa. But I sensed there were other excuses to be made for Anthony, excuses that would come too readily to my father’s tongue.


    Hearing those words would have destroyed what little sense of security I still had. The surest way never to hear them was never to tell, and I didn’t.


    Instead I clung to him tightly. To some extent, I’d always been “Daddy’s girl” while Chloe stayed closer to Mom, but that summer I spent more time with him than ever before or since. Although I never cared much about sports, I pretended to develop an interest in the Zephyrs, so he’d take me to the home games. We’d sit up in the stands, cheer on the antics of the team mascot (a guy in a nutria suit, called Boudreaux), and eat peanuts. I still remember Dad sitting next to me, one hand holding his beer, the other around my shoulders. In moments like that, I almost felt like a little girl again.


    Not quite. But almost.


    I can’t lose my dad. If I do, then the slender thread that binds me to my family will snap. As insane as Mom and Chloe make me sometimes, even though I’ve never forgiven them for taking Anthony’s side and never will—I don’t want to be completely alone in the world.


    Then I will never, ever be able to make it up to Libby...


    Tears blur my vision, and for a moment the road seems to vanish. Fiercely I wipe my eyes and force myself to focus. This is no time to have a wreck. I have to make the best time I can without being pulled over by the highway patrol. Even if they did pull me over, I could tell them what happened to Dad. The cops would know I was telling the truth just by looking at me. So I press down on the accelerator, and my car speeds faster into the endless black landscape ahead.


    My phone rings. My entire body goes cold. It’s Chloe calling to tell me Dad’s already gone—


    —but it’s not her ringtone. It’s Jonah’s.


    I scoop the phone between my chin and shoulder. “Hey.”


    “Vivienne,” he says. “Where are you?”


    “Outskirts of Houston.”


    “Listen—what you said back at the cabin—”


    I try not to talk on the phone while I’m driving. Right now, I don’t need any more distractions. “What?”


    Jonah says, “You’re right. I haven’t told you enough about my life, and I haven’t listened to you about yours.”


    “That’s not all your fault.” It’s not like I haven’t kept certain doors locked.


    As significant as this conversation could be, it mostly just makes me crazy. I can’t think about Jonah right now. I need to focus. Is this really the best time for a heart-to-heart about our relationship?


    But then Jonah speaks again. “If you want things to go on like they have been, we can do that. But when I saw you leaving tonight, and you were hurting, and I couldn’t help you— Vivienne, I want something different for us.”


    Despite my frustration and fear, Jonah’s words touch me. “Exactly how do we get there from here?”


    “I don’t know. All I can say right now is—if you need me, I can be there for you. I want to be with you. If that’s something that would help—if you’d take any comfort from that—just say the word. I’ll get on the first flight to New Orleans tomorrow morning.”


    “Jonah,” I whisper. Tears threaten to overcome me again.


    “But if this is the wrong time—I know you have other things on your mind, and I don’t want to intrude on your family—”


    “Come.” The word comes out as a sob. “Please come.”


    He takes a deep breath. “You want me there with you?”


    “Yes. I do.”


    Although Jonah sounded so unsure a few moments before, he turns decisive in an instant. “Okay. Next time you’re at a service station, text me your parents’ address. I’ll send my flight info as soon as I’ve booked the ticket.”


    “Thank you,” I whisper.


    “And please tell me you’ve practiced changing a flat since we first met.”


    My laugh is more like a sob. “I did. Arturo went over it with me.”


    “Good.” He pauses. “I should let you go so you can concentrate. But if you need to call me at any moment, then call.”


    “I will.”


    The line goes dead. This time I don’t mind the lack of a good-bye, because I know I’ll find Jonah again at the end of the road.


    How did this man with the power to terrify me also become the one person who truly makes me feel safe?


    •••


    Our home is in the Garden District of New Orleans. It was built by a distant ancestor back in the 1890s. Since then it’s been remodeled for the basic modern comforts of AC, cable, and indoor plumbing, but we retain the cast-iron scrollwork on our gallery, the thick, ten-foot-high doors, and even the “carriage stone” out on the sidewalk—an old, white step that once made it easier for people to step into and out of horse-drawn carriages.


    This neighborhood has always been one of the most desirable in the city. A few movie stars have houses here, though they tend to appear only around Mardi Gras and Jazzfest. Our home is on one of the less fashionable streets, inhabited by the merely well-off rather than the mega-rich.


    Neither term has applied to my family in a couple of generations now. My parents keep up appearances, but at the cost of their savings. For years now I’ve wondered what they’re going to retire on, if anything. They could sell the house for millions, but that will never happen. For my mother, giving up this desirable address would mean admitting defeat.


    I cross the Lake Pontchartrain Bridge around four in the morning. The only other vehicles on the road are semis driven by truckers who are probably sky-high on speed. As soon as I exit the highway for local streets, the endless bumps and potholes in the road tell me I’m home for real.


    When I reach my parents’ house, I click the plastic box clipped to my sun visor. Slowly the metal gate in front of the driveway begins to slide open. I take the moment to check my phone. Jonah replied to my text of my parents’ address: FLIGHT ARRIVES 10:45 WILL CATCH TAXI.


    For a moment it seems like there’s still a way this could all turn out okay. If Dad makes it through, and Jonah’s here—I can bear this. I can.


    I walk to the front door. At first I think no one has waited up for me, but at the last moment before I go for the bell, the door opens. “There you are,” Chloe says. She’s wearing designer jeans, a form-fitting cashmere sweater, and gold-knot earrings—glamorous even at a moment like this. “You made good time.”


    “Any change?” When Chloe shakes her head, I breathe out in relief. The only change that could’ve happened overnight would’ve been bad.


    As soon as I walk into the hallway, I see Mom coming down the winding oak stairs in a thick white robe, the pocket monogrammed in red. “Vivienne, darling.” She hugs me too tightly, as if we were being watched by someone she wanted to impress. “It’s all so terrible. I still can’t believe it’s real.”


    “Me either,” I say. Maybe the hug is genuine. Even my mother is vulnerable at a moment like this.


    Our house was built for a grander age. Twenty-foot ceilings on the first floor, French windows that stretch almost as high as the walls. In every downstairs room but the living room, my mother has decorated for that era instead of our own. Our dining room could seat twenty-four. If you don’t look too closely, you won’t notice that the long velvet drapes have become a bit shabby, or that dust has collected in the crystals of the chandelier.


    The long, low sofas are overly grand as well, but right now they look perfect, because one of them has been draped with a quilt to cover a sleeping little girl.


    “Libby,” I whisper. I want to brush my hand over her golden curls, her chubby cheeks. But of course I don’t want to wake her. “Why is she sleeping on the sofa?”


    “Dozed off down here, and we thought we might as well not move her.” The answer doesn’t come from Mom or Chloe. It comes from Libby’s father.


    I straighten and take a deep breath before I turn around. “Hello, Anthony.”
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    Sitting beside Anthony at the breakfast table makes my skin crawl.


    I tell myself what I always do: It’s not as bad as being a bridesmaid at their wedding, is it?


    No, it isn’t. But this still sucks.


    I took a quick nap around dawn, but now I’m here, drinking café au lait with my family as we pretend my father isn’t being wheeled into surgery this very moment.


    “He was on the golf course,” Mom says as she sips her coffee from a china cup. “They say he simply fell over. Not a word. Bud Teague didn’t call me until they were already at Touro. Wouldn’t you call a man’s wife first thing?”


    “I’d call an ambulance first thing,” I say. “Which Mr. Teague did. He might’ve saved Dad’s life, Mom. So maybe don’t worry about the etiquette.”


    My mother gives me a wounded look, as does Chloe. It’s my sister who reprimands me as she primly spoons a slice from her grapefruit half. “We’re all upset. I think sometimes it’s easier to fret about little things than the big things.”


    That would almost be wise, if it came from someone who didn’t take it to the point of living in total denial.


    “Do you want some Cocoa Krispies, Aunt Vivi?” Libby believes us when we tell her that her PawPaw is going to be just fine, so she’s as bright and chipper as ever. “’Cause look, I have Cocoa Krispies, and then we would be alike.”


    “Aunt Vivi would rather have some bacon, wouldn’t you, darlin’?” Anthony always smiles when he calls me darling. He knows I hate it. He also knows I can’t shoot him down for it without roiling waters we’ve all allowed to lie still.


    “I’ll have Cocoa Krispies,” I say, to make Libby smile. Besides, I’m operating on about two hours’ sleep, so I could use the sugar rush.


    “Better watch it with that kind of junk,” Anthony says. “Don’t want to lose that pretty figure, do you?”


    How dare he examine my body. How dare he act as if he should get to control me. I say only, “You’re one to talk. That’s your fourth piece of bacon.” And I cast a pointed glance at his softer middle, but then I wish I hadn’t. Even looking directly at him revolts me.


    He and Chloe broke up and got back together endless times during undergrad. Each time they split filled me with hope. Maybe this time he’d go away for good; maybe Chloe would be so angry with him that she’d think again about what I’d told her, and realize it was the truth.


    But Anthony sweet-talked his way back into her life over and over again. My mom did what he couldn’t, encouraging Chloe to take him back. I know Mom was thinking more of the Whedon family fortune than anything else. If only the same were true for Chloe. Instead she actually loves the son of a bitch.


    I can tell Anthony’s trying to think of a comeback to my “bacon” remark, so I decide to move the conversation along fast. “When can we visit him?”


    “Once he’s in the recovery room.”


    “Not before surgery?” So much for my hopes of seeing him before the operation.


    “No, not until after.” Mom looks stricken, and for a moment, the real love she feels for my father eclipses everything else. I feel like her daughter, the one who trusted her so much. Despite everything I still want to trust her. “We’ll all go in together.”


    “Not Olivia,” Chloe says hastily. “She’s too little. It will frighten her.”


    “I’m not too little!” Libby insists. She would say this no matter what we’d just suggested, whether it was visiting the hospital or steering a fire truck. “And I want to see PawPaw.”


    Mom says, “I tell you what, Chloe. Vivienne and I will go in first. If Thad seems up to talking, you can bring Olivia in with you. If not, she can stay with Anthony.”


    Libby looks like she might cry. Anthony chucks her under the chin. “Cheer up, sunshine. I’ll take you someplace nice.”


    She smiles at him. This little girl I love so much adores her father. To her he can do no wrong.


    Someday, no doubt, Libby will learn that’s not true. But she’ll never learn it from me.


    •••


    The mundane has a way of intruding on the extraordinary.


    Mom runs out of bread, and Libby will want some milk later on, plus I don’t have any extra underwear with me. (Thank goodness I can write this off to packing in a hurry.) So around ten A.M.—even while our dad is lying on an operating table—Chloe and I make a Walgreens run.


    “I feel so guilty,” I say as I grab a package of cheap Hanes bikini briefs from the drugstore wall. “I know it doesn’t make any difference whether we’re in the waiting room, or at home hoping the phone will ring, but—buying panties and groceries seems so trivial.”


    “It’s trivial until you’re hungry,” Chloe points out. “Besides, what would be the point of the waiting room?”


    This isn’t as heartless as it sounds. We live not even a five-minute drive from the hospital, which means the house is as logical a spot to wait as anyplace on-site could be. I know my parents stayed at the house while I was getting my tonsils out; they sat with me on the upstairs gallery while Chloe was in labor.


    And if we get bad news, Mom would rather fall apart in private. Even then, she would care about appearances. Then again, I’d probably rather be at home too. Then I wouldn’t have to think about driving back, or pulling myself together to talk to doctors, or anything. I could just let go.


    Listen to yourself, I think. You’re telling yourself how to react if your father dies.


    Which is when Chloe’s phone rings.


    We both freeze. She and I stare at each other, stricken. This is too early for them to be calling, isn’t it? Too early if it’s good news—


    Chloe fumbles in her purse for her cell phone. As she lifts it to her ear, she holds her other hand out to me. For this moment we are sisters again, sisters only. Daddy’s little girls.


    “Momma?” Chloe’s voice shakes. I can just make out my mother’s voice—high, tremulous—but the words escape me.


    Then Chloe smiles, and I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.


    Thank God. Thank God.


    I hug Chloe tightly. She hugs me back like nothing had ever come between us, or ever could.


    This truce lasts all of seven minutes.


    After we cry our eyes out standing in the Walgreens cosmetics aisle, and Chloe relates the details (went even better than expected, new valve is functioning perfectly), we check out and head back home. As Chloe steers her beige-gold Lexus down Napoleon Avenue, she asks, “What else do we need to do for him? He’s got his bag. We can bring him a couple of books—”


    “And his slippers.” We forgot to pack those this morning. Then another idea occurs to me. “We ought to move some of his stuff downstairs and fix up the guest room for him.”


    The guest room is a small, closetless space on the first floor separated from the living room by some old sliding doors. It’s not the most luxurious place on earth, but it’s comfortable enough.


    Chloe stares at me. “Why would Daddy move into the guest room?”


    “He can’t climb those stairs every day right after heart surgery, Chloe.”


    “Who said anything about every day? We’ll get him upstairs and take care of him from then on.”


    “It might be weeks. Or months.”


    “Then we’ll hire someone to stay with him.”


    My mother can’t afford that. Anthony and Chloe can, though. Maybe I should be thankful for their generosity, but—“You’re not thinking this through. Dad would hate being stuck up there for forever. He’d much rather be able to eat in the dining room, or go out on the porch swing when Libby’s playing in the yard—”


    “You come home twice a year, if that.” Chloe snaps the turn signal, refusing to turn toward me. “It takes an emergency to get you here. Then, when you decide to grace us with the honor of your presence, you think you know what’s best for everyone.”


    Count to ten, I tell myself. Deep breaths. “It’s like you said this morning. We’re all upset and tired, so we’re all picking at little things.”


    Chloe doesn’t take the graceful way out. “You could be more a part of this family than you are, if you really wanted to be. Obviously, you don’t. It’s fun for you to play with Libby every once in a while, but otherwise you don’t care whether you see us at all.”


    That’s not true. But it’s close enough to the truth to sting.


    She keeps talking as she steers the Lexus onto St. Charles Avenue. “I don’t know why we bother asking you. All you do is see the worst in things. You’re always looking at the negative. Like now, when you assume Daddy’s going to be an invalid for the rest of his life.”


    “That is not what I said.” Looking at the negative? For Chloe, that means I acknowledge reality. “You know what? Let’s ask Dad what he wants once it’s time for him to come home. Then we can do whatever he’d like best.”


    Chloe’s shrug means she’ll consider it. By now, however, she’s too invested in our argument to let it drop so easily. “You’re not going to graduate school on the dark side of the moon. You’re in Austin. Why don’t you ever come home, if you care about us so much?”


    I cross my arms in front of my chest. The edge of the seat belt rubs uncomfortably against a raw spot on my wrist. “I’m busy. The coursework is demanding.”


    Which is true, and yet not true. I cleared a few days to visit Jonah in Scotland. If I wanted to get back to New Orleans more often, I could.


    Yes, I’m the most emotionally honest member of my family, but that’s not saying much.


    Chloe actually laughs at me. “Is your ‘coursework’ the reason you didn’t come see us the last time you were in New Orleans?”


    “Chloe—”


    “No, tell me. I want to know. You used to like me. I remember how we used to play, and how I put your hair in curlers for you—” Her voice has become hoarse, and I realize she’s on the verge of tears. “When did you start hating me?”


    “I don’t hate you. You’re my sister, Chloe. I love you.”


    “Then why don’t you ever come home?”


    Something inside me snaps. “You know why!”


    For a few moments we drive along in silence; the only sound is Rihanna on the radio. Then Chloe shakes her head. “I can’t believe you’re still hung up on Anthony after all these years.”


    I swear to God, right now I could put my fist through the windshield. “Never, ever have I been ‘hung up’ on Anthony.”


    “Then why did you make up all those vicious stories about him?”


    “They weren’t stories.”


    This is as close as Chloe and I have come to discussing what Anthony did since the week before her wedding, when I made the mistake of bringing it up. I thought I might be able to talk her out of making the worst mistake of her life. No such luck. Even before I’d gotten the whole story out of my mouth, she became even more convinced that I was a liar, one who had it out for her beloved Anthony.


    Maybe I should try again, this moment. Simply start with Anthony and me on the sofa, Titanic on the TV, the beer can in his hand. Tell her every detail, from the way he yanked down my leggings to the way he called me a “good girl” for simply lying there and crying. Would she recognize any of that? Or does Anthony save his cruelty for women who aren’t his wife?


    Down deep, though, I know it will do no good. Chloe believes Anthony. She doesn’t believe me. Second verse, same as the first.


    “You’re right,” Chloe finally says as she parks on the street in front of our house; she’s so ready to get me out of her car she doesn’t even bother with the driveway. “We’re all upset and tired today. Let’s forget about this.”


    Everyone else in my family chooses to forget. I’m the one cursed to remember.


    The weight settles over me. I feel ungrateful, childish, for caring about anything else after I just found out Dad’s going to make it—but even that happiness doesn’t shield me from the hard truths: My family remains as toxic as it ever was. Anthony will be waiting for me back at the house with a grin on his face, and for Libby’s sake, I will have to be polite to my rapist, again. My exhaustion and my sorrow bear down on me at the same time, and suddenly I feel too heavy and sad to even get out of the car.


    But there’s Libby, waving both arms as she runs around in the yard. “Aunt Vivi! Come and swing with me!”


    So I get out. When I open the car door, it bumps the white carriage stone. Sure enough, there’s a small scuff on the golden surface of Chloe’s luxury car. She breathes out sharply through her nose but says nothing. Instead she jams her hands into the pockets of her quilted vest and heads straight up the walk, her golden hair swinging behind her as she goes. Even at a difficult time like this, her jeans are neatly pressed, her boots match her Prada bag, and her nails are perfect. Chloe doesn’t let anything touch her. Her shell is her shield.


    As much as I want to despise her for that, I envy it, too. I could use a shield around now.


    I follow her up the path to my parents’ front door. Anthony leans against one of the tall columns in front, watching. Probably Chloe thinks he’s looking at their daughter, but he’s looking at me. His smile always makes me remember the things he said that night.


    You don’t want them to catch us, do you?


    Good girl.


    My steps falter. Struggling for composure, I turn toward Libby instead. She’s running in circles around the oak tree in the front yard, and I try to summon the energy to chase her. Before I can, though, she stops and points. “Who’s that?”


    I lift my head to see a taxicab pulling off, and Jonah standing on the sidewalk, his dark suitcase by his feet.


    It’s not as if I forgot he was coming. But until this moment, I didn’t realize how badly I wanted him to be here. How much I needed him. At this moment, I feel safe—from Anthony, from my screwed-up family, even from the ghosts in my own mind. It’s as if I had been drowning until this moment, when I finally broke the surface and breathed in fresh air.


    Jonah came here for me.


    I take one step toward him, another, and then I’m running. Jonah steps through the gate in time to catch me in his arms. I don’t speak. I don’t cry. I just let him hold me. It’s enough.

  


  
    Thirty


    Jonah whispers in my ear, “Your dad?”


    My breath catches in my throat, but I manage to answer. “He made it through. He’ll be okay.”


    “Good.” Jonah brushes my hair back, kisses my forehead. “That’s good.”


    I nod as I snuggle further into his embrace. Even the scent of his skin comforts me. Jonah’s arms are my fortress. His fingers brush against my cheek, and I turn my head to kiss them lightly.


    Libby’s voice calls out again, even louder. “Aunt Vivi, who is that? Do you know him?”


    That makes me laugh, and I even see Jonah smile. “Of course I know him, sweetie. This is my friend Jonah.”


    “Hi,” Jonah says. Apparently he reserves his hellos for little children. But I can’t resent it, not when I hear how gently he speaks to her. “I came to visit Vivienne. That’s all right, isn’t it?”


    Obviously Libby likes being asked her opinion on this subject. Her chubby little face becomes grave. “It’s all right, but you have to help me color later.”


    Jonah gets a deer-in-the-headlights look. I whisper, “A little rusty with your Crayolas?”


    “You’re the artist,” he says.


    It’s only a small joke. But it’s such a relief to smile, to let everything else fade into the background for a moment.


    On the porch stand Anthony, hands in his pockets, and Chloe, one arm slung possessively around her husband’s shoulders. Neither of them seems ready to welcome Jonah with open arms—or to welcome him at all. I glance up at Jonah. “Ready to run the gauntlet?”


    He picks up his suitcase and takes my hand. “I’ve walked through a lava field,” he says. “I think I can handle this.”


    •••


    “Well,” Chloe says as I show Jonah inside. “I hardly expected you to bring a date for the occasion, Vivienne.”


    “I’m here for moral support.” Jonah holds out his hand. “Jonah Marks.”


    Sometimes “Southern hospitality” is just another term for hypocrisy. But those good manners are carved into Chloe so deeply that she can’t resist them. With a small, pursed smile, she says, “Chloe Charles Whedon. This is my husband, Anthony, and our daughter, Olivia.”


    “Call me Libby.” Already Libby thinks she’s made a conquest. “Are you Aunt Vivi’s boyfriend?”


    “You’d have to ask your aunt about that.” He looks away from her just long enough to smile at me.


    Anthony steps forward, almost a swagger. “What line are you in, Jonah? In soybeans, myself.”


    Chloe chimes in, “He’s so modest. Anthony would never tell you his family runs the largest soybean farms in Tennessee and Mississippi.”


    She always says this like growing soybeans is better than winning a Nobel Prize. Which makes it even more delicious to watch their faces as Jonah says, “I’m in volcanoes.”


    “Beg pardon?” Anthony says.


    “I’m a professor at UT Austin. I study volcanoes and earthquakes.”


    Libby pipes up, “You study them in books?”


    “Not only in books.” Jonah smiles down at her. “I travel around the world to look at geological hot spots. Sometimes I get a plane or helicopter to take me directly overhead. Every once in a while I even have to wear a heat-shield suit, so the lava won’t get me.”


    “Coooooool.” Big-eyed, Libby stares up at Jonah like he’s the most fantastic person she’s ever met in her short life. So he’s won over the one family member whose opinion matters.


    As for Anthony—it’s as if he’s deflating. All of a sudden he seems to realize he’s shorter than Jonah, and he sits in the nearest chair, like maybe that way nobody will notice.


    The formalities have been dispensed with. Jonah turns to me, and it’s as if I’m the only person in the room. “When can you visit your father?”


    I glance at the brass-and-marble clock on the nearest mantel. “Two or three hours from now. Mom left for the hospital right after the doctor called, but the rest of us have to wait for him to be moved to his room.”


    “Okay.” Jonah slides his arm around me. “We’ll wait.”


    Chloe surrenders with good grace. “Would you like some iced tea, Jonah?”


    “I’m fine. What about you, Vivienne?”


    “I’m good,” I say, thinking, now that Jonah’s here.


    At first we all hang out together downstairs. Jonah and I sit on the long velvet sofa, me curled along his side as if we’d been together forever—as if this weren’t the actual day we’d realized how much we might mean to each other.


    Jonah must be as rocked by this revelation as I am, but at the moment, his attention is divided. Libby has settled her lap desk on his lap, to make it easier for them to color side by side.


    “You must really like volcanoes,” Libby chirps, as Jonah uses the goldenrod crayon to touch up some lava flow.


    “I do,” he says, then adds more quietly, “and they’re the only thing I know how to draw.”


    That makes me smile, but still, I can’t stop hearing the clicking of Chloe’s boots on the hardwood floor as she paces back and forth. Anthony buries himself in his cell phone, playing some game he doesn’t go to the trouble to mute. The hands on the brass-and-marble clock on the mantel move so slowly I could believe they’re painted on. Jonah’s presence makes me feel less afraid, less alone—but nothing can make me feel comfortable in Anthony’s presence, not even him. So when Libby goes down for her nap, I plead exhaustion and take Jonah upstairs with me.


    “Do you need to sleep?” he murmurs as we reach the second floor. “You have to be ready to drop.”


    “I am, but I couldn’t fall asleep now. Just come out on the gallery with me.”


    Jonah frowns. “The gallery?”


    “Like a balcony, except the supports go all the way down to the ground.” New Orleans Architecture 101. “Come on.”


    Our gallery is screened in, which makes it a pleasant place to spend long summer nights. By November, the breezes are cooler, but Jonah and I are dressed warmly enough. I sink down onto one of the long bamboo “outdoor chaises,” and Jonah sits next to me.


    Although I expect no more than the comfort of Jonah’s presence, after a moment, he speaks. “We never talked about our families. I thought I was... protecting myself. I never asked if you had your own stories to tell.”


    “You picked up on that already, huh?”


    “Kind of hard to miss.”


    Jonah doesn’t know enough, and yet he knows too much. So I shake my head. “This isn’t the time to get into it. I just have to get through this, okay?”


    “Okay,” he murmurs, pulling me down into his embrace. We lie there quietly for a while before he says, “Do you feel all right? After last night.”


    The memory makes me blush. “Oh. Yeah.” Some of the most intense sex of my life was less than twenty-four hours ago, and yet it feels like a fever dream. “Only a little sore. And I scraped my wrist when I fell in the woods.”


    When I point out the red place on my wrist, Jonah rubs just below it with his thumb. No idea why that diminishes the pain, but it does.


    I murmur, “I feel kind of guilty. You came all the way down here, and we already know my father made it through surgery. I didn’t mean to waste your time.”


    “It’s not a waste of time.” Jonah brushes my hair back from my face. A breeze outside rustles the oak leaves, but I don’t feel the chill. “I meant what I said on the phone.”


    “About things being different for us?”


    He nods, and I feel a wave of almost inexpressible tenderness for this strong man hiding so much vulnerability, so much pain. Maybe that’s what he sees when he looks at me.


    It’s so hard to believe that someone might want me—all of me—fucked-up sexual desire, tangled family history, book-hoarding tendencies, everything. I never looked for that. I never even dared to dream about it.


    Now, with Jonah, I can finally start to ask myself what it would mean to be totally honest with another person.


    Right now, I know only one thing for sure: Whatever dark secrets Jonah has to tell, whatever his past has held, I can hear it. I won’t flinch, and I won’t turn back.


    “It’s going to take a while to get there,” I say softly. “You know that.”


    “I know.” Jonah’s lips brush my hair. “We’ll get there.”


    Finally I can begin to believe that might be true.


    When we go back downstairs, Chloe is suddenly occupied with the question of where to put Jonah—as in, tonight. “We haven’t that many guest rooms, and Anthony and I won’t want to drive Olivia all the way back to Metairie—”


    I give her a look. My room has a double bed, after all. It might be a tight fit for me and Jonah, but if we made do on a backstage table, I bet we can manage.


    Undeterred, Chloe continues, “No doubt Vivienne will ask our mother if you can stay here, but I’m not at all sure what she’ll say. Momma’s old-fashioned, you see. Even after Anthony and I got engaged, he still had to sleep in the guest room, or on the sofa when Grandma visited. Didn’t you, hon?”


    I remember Anthony on the sofa, and I flinch. Jonah catches the movement, perhaps from the corner of his eye, but he doesn’t react. Instead he calmly answers, “I made a reservation at a nearby bed-and-breakfast. Only four or five blocks away.”


    Normally I get a little weary of the touristy trappings of the Garden District, like the endless walking tours of sloppily dressed gawkers who shamble along the sidewalks. At this moment, however, I’m profoundly grateful. I know the place he means; it’s so close, I could stay there with him and not even Momma could take it as an insult.


    That means I won’t have to spend the night under the same roof as Anthony.


    When we finally head to the hospital to see Dad, Jonah goes to check in at the B&B. “I wouldn’t want to intrude,” he says, which is gracious and polite and makes even Chloe smile in approval. Even now, I’d rather have him with me—but this much, I can manage.


    The hospital is both better and worse than I thought it would be.


    Better, in that Dad seems more or less like himself, just tired. I’d braced myself for the sight of my father semiconscious, delirious, frail, and waxen. He does look a little pale, but otherwise, switch out the hospital gown for a polo shirt and khakis and he could as easily be lying back in his recliner at home. “They won’t let me eat anything yet,” he grumbles. “Not a bite!”


    “You know they have to watch that stuff right after anesthesia, Dad.” I pat his arm. “But I bet they’re going to bring you something soon.”


    “Applesauce and Jell-O, probably.” Dad scowls, deliberately over-the-top to make me laugh. “How about you run by Bud’s Broilers and sneak me out a number four?”


    “Maybe that should be your welcome-home meal,” I say. “Give your arteries at least one day off, okay?”


    Probably I should encourage my father to take up lean chicken and fish, lots of greens, and no more alcohol. The thing is, that will never happen. Dad without burgers and barbecue shrimp and po’boys is... not Dad. He’s never going to order sparkling water instead of a Sazerac. He truly would rather live large and die at sixty-five than count calories all the way to ninety. That’s not what I want for him, but he wouldn’t listen to me.


    Mom brushes my father’s graying hair away from his face. “You look a sight. I should’ve brought you a comb.”


    “Nobody cares what I look like in the hospital, Renee.” But he pats her hand fondly. Whatever deficiencies Mom has as a parent, she makes up for as a wife; my dad has always been devoted to her, to the point that he’s blinded to her faults—still, after thirty-two years of marriage.


    Mom and Chloe decided that Libby could manage a visit, which makes me happy. Libby piles up in the hospital bed with Dad and shows him her new sticker book, which makes him laugh. Just the sight of her in his arms helps me relax. For once, it seems like things are going to turn out okay.


    That night, everyone else in my family wants to rest, which means I have a good excuse to leave and spend some time only with Jonah. Thankfully some of my clothes still linger in the back of my closet, so I’m able to change into a fresh outfit, a sheath dress and cardigan that can go anywhere.


    Forget finding a table at a fine-dining restaurant at the last minute on a Saturday night, but New Orleans is even richer in cuisine options than Austin. I take him to one of my favorite neighborhood haunts, a little place with tile floors and cane-backed chairs that serves the kind of dishes you can’t find anywhere outside Louisiana—crawfish etouffee, shrimp creole. The clatter of silverware and chatter of other patrons echoes slightly off the tile, but I don’t mind the noise. It gives us a paradoxical privacy.


    “You’re sure you wouldn’t rather be at home,” Jonah says. It’s not a question. I shake my head, and he adds, “You don’t get along with your sister and her husband.”


    Despite everything, I laugh. “Small talk isn’t your wheelhouse.”


    “Never saw the point.” Some of the steel has returned to his voice. “We might as well tell the truth. How else do we get started?”


    We’re supposed to open up to each other. Jonah’s method is about as subtle as dynamiting a locked safe—but he’s right. For two people as skilled in silence as we are, only the direct approach will do. “No,” I say. “I don’t get along with them.”


    “Why not?”


    The truth hangs above me, heavy and sharp, a Sword of Damocles. I’m not ready for that, and even if I were, I wouldn’t blurt it out in a restaurant. So I start with the pettier reasons. “They’re—status obsessed. Shallow.” I have to smile. “You saw how quickly they started bragging when you came in.”


    “I noticed,” he says dryly.


    “You shut that down pretty fast, by the way. Good job.”


    Jonah shrugs and smiles, but he sticks to the subject. “That’s not the only reason you don’t get along with them, though. You’re not a judgmental person. You wouldn’t react to that on its own.”


    It takes me a minute to decide how to answer. Telling the full truth remains impossible, but I don’t want to lie. “Anthony’s a... horrible human being,” I finally say. “He wasn’t faithful to Chloe when they dated in college.”


    The only proof I have of that is what he did to me. Equating my rape with sex, suggesting even momentarily that infidelity is Anthony’s worst crime—it kills me a little inside.


    A place to begin, I remind myself. It’s only a place to begin.


    I continue, “Right before they got married, I told Chloe what kind of man she was marrying. She didn’t believe me. Ever since then, she’s thought I was a liar, or jealous of her, or just plain crazy—I don’t know. Anthony has fed her resentment, of course. Mom took Chloe’s side.”


    “That’s not easy,” Jonah says. I can tell he senses there’s more, but maybe he thinks he’s pushed enough for now. “Were you two ever close?”


    “When I was little, I thought Chloe hung the moon.” To my surprise, I have to swallow a lump in my throat. “She was so grown-up, and glamorous. So beautiful. You saw for yourself.”


    “I didn’t notice.”


    Most guys would be flattering me. Jonah means it.


    He hesitates, as if he doesn’t know what to say next, but finally comes out with, “Sibling relationships are tough. I get along with my sisters and my brother, but—let’s call it a negotiated peace.”


    Jonah knows I read the article online; there’s no point in pretending I don’t know a few basic facts about his family. “I thought you only had one sister.”


    “Maddox and Elise are technically my stepfather’s children, but he married my mother when I was very young. Elise and I barely remember life without each other. Maddox and my biological sister, Rebecca, are even younger—as far as they’re concerned, there was never a time when we weren’t a family. We all consider ourselves brothers and sisters, close as blood, full stop.”


    That sounds like loyalty. Like love. “Then what’s the negotiation about?”


    He stares out the window at the busy street, unwilling or unable to meet my eyes. “As you know—as half the damned country knows—our parents’ relationship is troubled in the extreme. My mother isn’t well. The four of us don’t agree on how to handle that. However, we all understand there’s no easy answer.”


    “It’s good that you don’t blame each other,” I say softly. “Chloe and I do, sometimes. I wish we didn’t.”


    Jonah nods and turns back to me. “Maybe we get better at this over time.”


    “Knowing people? Or loving them?”


    “Both.” His hand covers mine, and we fall into a comfortable silence.


    Yet I cannot forget how much more I have to tell. How many secrets I still keep. Even today, when Jonah has traveled here to stand by me—when we’ve agreed to learn how to love each other—I still can’t bring myself to tell him the truth.


    My secrecy grows heavier during the evening. Darkens.


    Changes shape.


    “You’re sure you wouldn’t rather sleep at home?” Jonah asks as I park my car in front of the B&B.


    “No. I’d rather be with you.”


    He opens the front door with a heavy brass key, and we climb the carpeted stairs quickly, hoping not to attract attention from either the hosts or other guests. Neither of us feels like making small talk about the city for another thirty minutes.


    The bedroom here is done in grand style—an enormous four-poster bed carved out of wood polished until it gleams, a marble-fronted fireplace, and an armoire so tall it nearly reaches the twelve-foot ceiling. Lace curtains cover the window, so we’re hidden away from the rest of the world. Good.


    Jonah puts my bag beside the armoire. “You didn’t have this much stuff last night. Did you find some things at home?”


    I nod absently as I step out of my shoes. Then I slowly pull off my cardigan and unzip my dress, which crumples to the floor. As soon as it’s off, I look Jonah straight in the eye as I begin to unhook my bra.


    He takes two steps toward me and kisses me, long and deep. As I shrug my bra off my arms, his hands find my breasts. His touch is gentle. Too gentle.


    “We would have to be quiet,” I whisper against his lips. “But we can still play.”


    Jonah goes still. At first I think he’s already there with me, preparing to unleash his darker side. Then I recognize the confusion in his gray eyes... the hurt.


    Tonight he didn’t want to play. He wanted to make love.


    I remember how he was in Scotland, the strange distance between us when I insisted on bringing my fantasy into our bed there. He obliged me, even though I could tell he wanted something else from me. Jonah doesn’t need this fantasy the way I do.


    But I do. Right now I need it worse than ever. I don’t know why, and I don’t care. I just want Jonah to take me without mercy.


    “Come on,” I whisper as I slide my hands under his shirt. “Last night we were interrupted. Don’t you want to pick up where we left off?”


    That makes him smile—the dangerous smile that makes me hot in an instant. “I knew you wanted it.”


    Then he shoves me onto the bed, hard.


    I gasp in genuine surprise. Jonah’s with me in an instant, standing by the edge of the bed to peel off my panties. He tears them from me roughly, then leans over my body and bites my breast—not hard enough to break the skin, but hard enough that I have to stifle a cry.


    He hears the moan in my throat. His palm covers my mouth, fingers hard against my face. “Don’t you fucking scream. Do you hear me? Don’t scream.”


    Jonah rolls me onto my stomach. I hear the zipper of his jeans, and I realize he’s not going to get me ready. He’ll fuck me right away, as hard as he can. It will hurt. He wants it to hurt.


    There’s a price to pay for demanding our game tonight. I want to pay it.


    His hands clutch my waist and pull me down until my legs dangle off the bed. He parts my thighs roughly, then grabs my hair and tugs hard enough to bring tears to my eyes. The whole hot length of him fills me as he thrusts inside.


    “You’re already wet,” he says, as if it disgusts him. “You’re such a filthy slut.”


    Jonah starts taking me hard and fast, every stroke meant to punish. His grip on my hair tightens as he pumps into me. My blood has rushed to my clit, my cunt, and already I know I’m going to come hard, soon.


    “That’s right,” Jonah pants. “You know you have to take it, don’t you? Don’t you?”


    Yes, yes, I have to take it, no matter what you give me, no matter what—


    And then Jonah says, “Good girl.”


    This room vanishes. Jonah vanishes. The past decade of my life is gone. I am a fourteen-year-old girl; I am lying on the couch; Anthony is raping me. He is inside me right now.


    Within one breath I know what this is. A flashback. I’m having a flashback. I haven’t had one in years, not a real one—a moment where I am back there, and Anthony’s on me, and it is real. It is completely real.


    I gasp, “Silver.”


    Immediately Jonah stops moving.


    “Silver, silver.” Tears have begun to flow down my face, and even as the nightmarish image of Anthony fades, the horror remains.


    Jonah pulls out. He rolls me over, and at first the sight of him frightens me. He’s naked; his still-hard cock stands out from his body, ready to fuck me again. But then I see the expression on his face—concerned. No, stricken.


    He’s not going to hurt me. Jonah would never hurt me.


    “Are you all right?” he whispers. I shake my head no. He begins to lie down beside me, then pauses. “What should I do?


    “Hold me. Just hold me.”


    Jonah stretches out by my side and pulls me into his embrace. I start to cry—deep, racking sobs that hurt my throat. When did I last cry like this? Have I ever let go so completely? I can’t remember. I can’t think.


    All I know is that Jonah is with me, pulling a blanket over me and holding me close, and it feels like the only safety I have ever known.

  


  
    Thirty-one


    “What’s wrong?” Jonah whispers once, late at night, after I’ve stopped sobbing but before I can fall asleep.


    “I can’t. Please. I can’t.”


    “You can tell me.”


    “It wasn’t you. Please, Jonah, not now, not tonight.”


    I drift in and out of sleep, never truly losing consciousness for more than a half hour at a time. Jonah holds me all night long.


    •••


    First thing Sunday morning, I decide to start the drive back home just after lunch.


    “I’ll be back for Thanksgiving,” I say as I towel-dry my hair in front of the mirror in Jonah’s room. “If anything happens before then, I can get back PDQ.”


    He nods, but says nothing. We dress in near silence; I slip on my jeans as Jonah buttons his shirt, both of us aware of each other yet never meeting each other’s eyes. The weight of unasked questions fills the room.


    Jonah wants to take care of me. He wants to understand me in a way no one else has. He’s knocking at the locked door nobody else ever even found. My famished heart hungers for this, for him. But I am still not ready to speak the words. I am not ready to tell Jonah who and what I really am.


    Somehow it seems as if when I say the words to him, when I say, Anthony raped me, all of it—the rape, Anthony’s power over me, the true depths of my sexual compulsion—will become more real.


    Which is ridiculous. It’s pretty fucking real and always has been. Still, that’s how I feel.


    Jonah says, “Would you like me to drive back with you?”


    “But you bought a plane ticket.”


    He gives me a look that reminds me his dad owned an airline. “It’s not a big deal. Besides, you might need someone to change a flat.”


    That makes me smile for the first time this morning. “Okay.”


    I text Mom and Chloe my decision about leaving today before we head to the house to say good-bye. This saves me the angst of a face-to-face confrontation, but means they’ll have time to prepare their most withering put-downs before I even get there. The lesser of two evils, I figure.


    Fortunately, when we arrive, the first family member out the door is Libby, her bright yellow overalls as sunny as her smile. “Aunt Vivi! Uncle Jonah!”


    He gives me a look—but it’s not the panicked face most guys would make upon inheriting the title of uncle after just one meeting. Jonah’s not scared, not at all.


    I think, I’m in so deep.


    So I swing Libby up into my embrace. With a pang, I realize she’s already almost too heavy for this. I’m missing this little girl growing up. “Where were you this morning?” she asks. “I had to eat Cocoa Krispies all by myself.”


    “Yeah, but Jonah’s bed-and-breakfast had waffles.” I smile at him, and finally, the two of us are once again at ease.


    “Waffles?” Libby’s face falls. Obviously she feels she got cheated.


    So I quickly add, “Next time Jonah’s in New Orleans, you and I will take him to get some beignets. How about that?”


    “Ohhh-kay,” she sighs. I am being forgiven, but barely.


    Which is better than I’m going to do with the rest of my family.


    Inside, my mother accepts my introduction of Jonah politely, though without ever leaving her seat in the high-backed armchair. Her blue eyes scour him as roughly as steel wool. She’s never trusted my judgment about anything—least of all men. Geordie they liked well enough, but he was an exception to the rule of disapproval. “A professor, you say? Were you one of Vivienne’s teachers?”


    How blithely she accuses Jonah of a massive ethics violation. Before I can reply, Libby does it for me. “MawMaw, I told you, Jonah teaches volcanoes!”


    She raises her eyebrows. “I assumed that was a story.”


    “I’m an earth sciences professor.” Jonah meets my mother’s eyes steadily, even searchingly, as if he’s looking for the truth I won’t tell him. “Vivienne and I have mutual friends.”


    Which is a pretty neat way to sidestep the question of how we started going out in the first place. I’m impressed. “Jonah flew down yesterday morning,” I add, “and he’ll drive back with me today, so I don’t have to go alone.”


    “Very kind.” Mom sounds like she doesn’t believe her own words.


    This is when Chloe makes her appearance, coming in from the kitchen in a sweater dress and, Jesus H. Christ, high heels. “Heading back already?” The way she smiles at Jonah makes me realize why my sister went to all the trouble to fix herself up this morning. No, she’s not actually flirting with him; whatever Chloe’s other flaws may be, she’s not a cheater. She’d never go after a guy behind Anthony’s back. But she still has this need for men to notice her as the most beautiful woman in the room.


    Jonah hardly even looks at her past a polite nod. “It’s a long drive.” Chloe’s smile tightens as it goes from genuine to artificial.


    “I’ll be back for Thanksgiving,” I promise. “Just a couple of weeks. And I can arrange to spend a few extra days at home, with Dad.”


    “What about Christmas?” Mom says it like I’ve never deigned to stay with them, when in fact that’s the one holiday I’ve never skipped. Granted, I spend as little time at home as possible, and I always make it back to Austin for New Year’s Eve.


    At least, I did. This year has to be different. If being around for Dad means enduring hours or days of Anthony’s company, then that’s what I have to do. “I’ll be here, of course.”


    My mother sweetly says to Jonah, “And will we be seeing you again over the holidays?” Obviously she expects him to dodge any solid commitment, thus simultaneously proving him unworthy and humiliating me. Mom never could pass up a two-fer.


    Once again, Jonah doesn’t flinch. “I expect so.”


    “Of course.” Mom settles back in her chair, satisfied—even pleased with him—but there’s a definite sense of surprise at my having found an interesting man. Like, Look what the cat dragged in.


    The gauntlet is all but cleared. Now we just have to get into the car.


    But then we walk onto the porch, where Libby is playing under her father’s supervision, and I amend that. We just have to get past Anthony.


    “Y’all should have good weather for the drive,” he says as he strolls up to us, standing just a bit too close to me—not enough to stand out as weird, but enough to give me the creeps.


    My response is clipped, almost harsh. “Hope so.”


    Anthony’s grin widens. “Are we going to see you during the holidays, Vivienne?”


    “Absolutely. Longer than usual this time.” For Dad, I remind myself.


    He nods, as if I need his approval. And then he says, “Good girl.”


    I don’t have another flashback, thank God. But the memory of Anthony saying this while I lay there on the sofa, crying, still shaking with fear and pain—it lances through me, sharply enough to drain the blood from my face.


    Just walk away, I tell myself. That’s all you have to do.


    But as I turn, I see Jonah. He stares at me, then slowly turns his head toward Anthony. Horror seizes me in its cold fist.


    Jonah knows. He knows.


    The sick silence of this moment is broken by Libby’s laughter. She’s still playing on the swing, innocent of everything.


    Jonah says, “Libby? Go in the house and get your coloring book. I want to take one of your pictures with me.”


    Her eyes light up, and she jumps from the swing to run inside. Anthony, aware something has changed but not what, frowns at Jonah. “What is this about?”


    Jonah has not taken one step forward. He does not raise his voice. But in this moment I am reminded of why, when we first met, I thought he was dangerous.


    Because he is.


    “Listen to me,” he says to Anthony. “If you ever touch Vivienne again, if you ever say anything to her about what happened, if you even stand too close to her, you’re going to regret it. Deeply. Painfully. And permanently.”


    Anthony laughs, but there’s a nervous edge to it. This is the first time anyone has ever called him on what he did to me, and he doesn’t know how to handle it. “What are you talking about?”


    “Don’t play stupid either.” Every muscle in Jonah’s body is tense. “Just this once, you have to deal with the truth.”


    I should speak, but I can’t. My shock is too complete. Shame, anger, wonder, gratitude, love—they’re all bubbling up, boiling over, and I am in a place beyond words.


    Finally Anthony takes a step back, getting out of the range of Jonah’s fists. “I don’t know what Vivienne told you, but there’s two sides to every story, buddy. You know how women get.”


    “I know what rape does to people,” Jonah says.


    Anthony holds up his hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. That’s a hell of an accusation to throw at somebody. Vivienne and I were teenagers. Hormones all over the place. You remember how it is. So we got busy one night, and then when I stayed with Chloe, Viv couldn’t stand it—girls get jealous, and sex mixes up their heads—”


    “Anthony?” says a tremulous voice.


    Only then do the three of us realize Chloe had stepped out onto the porch. I don’t know exactly how much she heard, but it was enough.


    Anthony had been defensive; now he’s almost panicked. “Sugar, you know there’s nothing to this.”


    “You said she flirted with you.” Chloe braces one hand against a white column. She’s shaking so hard I can see it from here. “You never told me you slept with her.”


    Finally my voice returns to me. “He didn’t sleep with me, Chloe. He raped me. Anthony told you a lie, and I told you the truth.”


    I can tell she doesn’t believe me. At least, not yet. But for the first time, Chloe has to accept the fact that Anthony Whedon is a goddamned liar.


    “I meant what I said.” Jonah takes another step toward Anthony, which is enough to make Anthony skitter back to the steps. “Leave Vivienne alone.”


    Seeing Anthony like this—exposed, foolish, scared—is a thousand times more satisfying than I ever dreamed it could be. Someone finally stood up for me. Someone finally believed.


    I take Jonah’s hand. “Let’s go.”


    Jonah only glances at me for a moment; his laser glare remains focused on Anthony. “Okay.”


    As soon as we turn toward the car, though, we hear Libby’s footsteps on the porch. I turn to see her dashing toward us, a page of her coloring book in one hand. “Here, Jonah! I picked you out a picture!”


    He bends down to take it from her. None of the adults says a word.


    “It’s a princess, see? I made her dress yellow, and red, so maybe it’s like a volcano dress. Do you like it?”


    Jonah nods. “It’s fantastic.”


    Libby beams up at him, trusting and adoring. But Jonah can’t smile back. I know that he’s seen what haunts me most about Libby.


    She has her father’s eyes.


    •••


    I don’t trust myself to speak again until I’ve steered the car onto I-10. “Jonah—thank you.”


    “For what?” He sounds strained.


    “For taking Anthony on. For seeing what nobody else ever saw.”


    He stares out the window at the dull jumble of chain stores that lines the interstate. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    This conversation was inevitable—I knew that—but I’m not ready. When would I ever be? “It’s a hard thing to say.” True. Obvious. Meaningless. Jonah deserves more. “The only people I ever told were my mother and Chloe, and they didn’t believe me. I mean, the only people not counting my therapist. Because, wow, I have done some time in therapy.”


    “It never helps.” Jonah doesn’t get sidetracked. “Your mother... didn’t believe you?”


    “Anthony’s rich. He wanted to marry Chloe. Mom would never let herself believe anything that got in the way. Even what happened to me.”


    “And your sister? That’s what you told her the night before the wedding, wasn’t it?”


    Concentrating on the road is difficult. “She only heard part of the story before she shut me up. Anthony had convinced her I was jealous of her. As if.”


    Jonah shakes his head. “I would have believed you. Don’t you know that?”


    I think I always knew, though I never realized it until now. Jonah would have believed me, and that’s why I didn’t tell him. “It would have—complicated things.”


    “You don’t think I deserved to know?”


    “What? Where my sexual fixations come from? Do I need to bring you in to talk to my therapist before every date?” I sound hysterical, even to myself. So I take a couple of deep breaths. “You keep your secrets too, don’t you?”


    “This isn’t about me.”


    “Isn’t it?”


    Jonah turns his face from me. “This is the way to the airport, isn’t it?”


    “Uh, yeah—”


    “Drop me off there.”


    “Jonah?”


    “You should have told me.” The words burst from him, so angry I wince. He sees that, and speaks more quietly, but with an effort. “I needed to know, Vivienne.”


    “It’s a difficult thing to tell.” That sounds so inadequate.


    “You didn’t think I needed to know that before I did these things to you?”


    Humiliation scorches me from the inside out. “We both wanted that fantasy. It was your idea!”


    “If I’d known you were a rape victim, that would have changed everything.” Jonah won’t even look at me now.


    I’m crashing. Burning. And from a greater height than ever before, because only moments ago I dared to believe that Jonah was truly on my side. For the past couple of months, I’ve been trying to make peace with my sexual desires. Now all the shame has returned in an instant. “You think I’m sick for wanting it after what happened to me. Don’t you?”


    “That’s not it.”


    Of course it is. “You hate me for giving in to the fantasy, even though you wanted it too—even though it was your idea.”


    Finally Jonah turns to me again. I wish he hadn’t. The fury in his eyes makes me feel sick inside. “You turned me into the last thing I ever wanted to be. You turned me into someone who abused a rape victim.”


    “It wasn’t abuse. Not if I wanted it.”


    “Your wrists are still raw!” he shouts.


    I wince and turn away.


    When Jonah speaks again, his voice is calmer—but in the tight, controlled way that tells me it’s mostly an act. “We can’t keep doing this.”


    Does he mean we can’t play our games any longer? No. He means that this is the end of him and me.


    “All right,” I say. The words come out cool and polite. I sound like my mother. In our worst moments, we often revert to our worst selves. “Let’s go to the airport.”


    Jonah doesn’t speak as I drive him there, though I sense he’s waiting for me to say something. What? It doesn’t matter. The man I showed my most secret self to has rejected that part of me. The one person who looked deeply enough to find the truth turned against me because I didn’t tell him myself.


    And something about my secret feeds the darkness inside him in ways neither of us can bear.


    I pull up in front of the airport, by the sign for Oceanic Airlines. We are surrounded by people dropping off friends and family members, hugging each other tightly around the backpacks they wear, exchanging kisses and laughter amid nests of luggage. Jonah opens the car door, then says, “Good-bye, Vivienne.”


    It sounds so final. But I can top it. Without looking at him, I say, “Get out.”

  


  
    Thirty-two


    “This is the part where you say ‘I told you so.’” I wipe at my eyes with the Kleenex Doreen always has waiting on the end table. “Go ahead.”


    “That’s not what I’m thinking, and it shouldn’t be what you’re thinking either.”


    “Why not?” My eyes actually ache from crying. I don’t think I’ve stopped weeping since I broke down driving past Shreveport yesterday afternoon. “The most fucked-up sexual arrangement ever has now blown up in my face. Not like a grenade, like an atomic bomb. You saw it coming.”


    Doreen shakes her head. “Not this.”


    All last night, I kept staring at my phone, waiting for it to chime with a text from Jonah. I didn’t expect an apology, much less an explanation. But I can’t stop wondering what he’s thinking.


    Jonah may have left my life, but his shadow will linger for a long time.


    “Someone finally learned the whole truth,” I whisper. “And he hated me for it.”


    “You don’t know that he hated you. You only know that Jonah had to stop.”


    “Why else would he stop?”


    “You tell me.” Doreen gives me one of her looks, which means it’s time to dig deep.


    And I remember Jonah’s words: You turned me into the last thing I ever wanted to be.


    I tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. “Whatever darkness that’s within Jonah—whatever fuels that fantasy for him—he doesn’t want to turn that on someone who’s actually been hurt.”


    “Jonah spoke harshly. He shouldn’t have done that. But he gets to have limits too.”


    She’s said this to me before, but about Geordie, when he absolutely could not play along with my fantasy. Those two men have drawn their boundaries about a thousand miles apart, but they’re both within their rights.


    Still. “Jonah was angry. He was furious. I froze up just the way I did when I was a little kid and Mom would start screaming.”


    “Did you feel threatened?”


    “Not physically. It just... hurt so much. Jonah had stood up for me, and finally, finally Chloe knows Anthony’s full of shit, and it could have been one of the best days I’d ever had. Instead everything fell apart.”


    Doreen nods. “Let’s focus on the good part of the day for a bit. Somebody finally believed you. Somebody finally put the blame where it belongs, on Anthony. How does it feel?”


    Beneath all my sorrow, all my anger, that tiny light still glows. “Unbelievable. Like—like the whole world turned upside down.”


    “In a good way?”


    “Yeah.” Whenever I think about returning home for Thanksgiving, or Christmas, I feel apprehensive, but it’s not the dread that has consumed me for years. Anthony will never have as much power over me again, even if Jonah’s not at my side. I saw him humbled; I saw him humiliated. That memory will feed me for a long time to come.


    “What about your father?” Doreen says.


    I have to laugh. “Apparently he already talked one of his golf buddies into sneaking him some jambalaya. He hasn’t changed.”


    “Do you wish that he would?”


    “I try not to wish for the impossible.”


    And yet I can’t stop wishing I could roll back time, wind it back on a spool until I reached yesterday morning. Maybe I couldn’t change anything, but at least this time I’d understand exactly what went wrong.


    Even understanding wouldn’t be enough.


    •••


    Later that day, as I sit in my office manually inputting grades, my phone buzzes with a text. Electricity crackles along my skin, and I have no idea whether the sudden flush of energy comes from anger or hope.


    But when I look at the screen, I see it’s only an invitation from Shay to come over and watch Netflix with her tonight or tomorrow. And how was your romantic weekend in the woods?


    I never even told my closest friends about Dad’s heart failure. Major omission. So I send out a few texts, then spend the rest of the afternoon answering frantic questions from Carmen, Arturo, and Shay. I tell Kip, too, and within minutes a caramel macchiato has appeared on my desk as if by magic.


    “Caffeine doesn’t solve everything,” I say to him, even as I accept it with a smile.


    Kip sighs. “A macchiato can only solve your problems if you let it, sweetie.”


    The one person I don’t hear from is Geordie. He’s incredibly busy at the moment—papers are always due at the end of the semester, and LLM papers are to undergraduate papers as World War II is to the invasion of Grenada. Still, for something like this, I would expect him to text at least. Geordie was the only guy I’ve ever been with who won my mother over; he launched a full-scale charm offensive on my parents, to such good effect that they sent him a birthday card two months after we broke up. So Geordie would be worried not only about me, but also about my dad.


    Sometimes cell phone reception sucks in the library, I remind myself. Plus he might have shut off his phone to be sure he’d be productive.


    Which isn’t a bad idea. I snap off the phone, and just like that, I’m not waiting for Jonah any longer. It should feel triumphant, or at least decisive. Instead it only feels sad.


    That evening I go to the studio. Some artists find it difficult to work when they’re upset, but sometimes that kind of emotional energy fuels me. Don’t knock sublimation until you’ve tried it.


    So I sit there, Bettye LaVette on the radio and chambray shirt rolled to my elbows, preparing to ink my latest plate. But just as I’m about to get started, I notice an indentation in the plate. Once it was just a nick in the wax, but now it’s a reservoir for ink, a blotch waiting to happen.


    Some prints look good—even better—with a bit of random “noise.” Not this one. I swear under my breath and prepare to study the plate closer. Sometimes you can fix something like this; sometimes you have to start over.


    Although there are several different etching techniques, and I’ve experimented with most of them, every method of etching involves the same fundamental process. You always start with a metal plate; you coat that plate with a waxy, acid-resistant material; you carve the design or picture you want to make into the wax, all the way down to the metal; and then you pour the acid. The acid bites into the metal, cutting your lines into it permanently. Then, when you ink the plate, you reveal a pattern you can print over and over—each piece of art identical and yet genuine, never faded by repetition.


    But when you make a mistake, the error lives on and on. The ink catches it every time. No matter how many more prints you make, the blot will always be there, replicated a hundredfold.


    Sometimes I think my life is the metal plate. Anthony carved the lines into me. But my toxic relationship with my family—and now the way Jonah turned on me—that’s the acid.


    And the same stains, the same errors, repeat themselves every time.


    Disquieted, I step away from my work. A minute’s break might be a good idea. I go to the water cooler and get a drink in a tiny paper cup, then recall that I haven’t turned my phone back on since midafternoon. Might as well see what’s going on.


    As it powers up, I tell myself, You will not expect a text from Jonah. You won’t. It’s not happening.


    This proves to be true. He didn’t text me, but Geordie did. Five times.


    OMG Viv I’m so sorry is your dad okay?


    Carmen says he’s all right but jesus you must be freaked out want to meet up for a drink bet you could use one


    Hey I’m at Freddy’s Place if you feel like coming out


    Theiyre beng total shitheads Viv fuck this place


    If you know the owner of this phone, can you come pick him up? He is not allowed to remain on the premises.—Management


    The time stamp on that last one is only ten minutes ago. I groan and grab my purse.


    Most people think of Freddy’s Place as “the one next to the Mexican restaurant that turned out to be a front for the largest drug-running enterprise in town.” (No offense to Freddy’s, which is awesome. But when they busted the Mexican restaurant, it was pretty big news.) The food at Freddy’s is good, but when I come here, it’s usually for a drink or dessert after a movie, sometimes both. I love their courtyard, strung with lights, filled with laughter, and always visited by a few dogs dozing under their masters’ tables.


    The person I’ve come here with most often is Geordie, and as I see him slumped on the porch, I wonder if we’ll ever be allowed on the premises again.


    “Viv!” Geordie holds both hands in the air, like he just scored a winning soccer goal. “I told you she’d come!”


    The manager standing next to him, arms crossed, scowls even more deeply. “You know this one?”


    “Yeah, sure thing.” Oh, my God, Geordie’s so drunk. It’s not like I haven’t seen him messed up before, but it’s weird to see him this trashed this early in the day, especially when he’s out on his own. “I’ll take him home. Has he paid his tab?”


    Geordie laughs. “O’ course I paid! Whadya think I am, luv?”


    That much Scots accent means bad news. “Sorry,” I mutter to the manager as I scoop one of Geordie’s arms around my shoulders.


    The guy shrugs. “He can’t keep doing this. That’s all I can say.”


    “What do you mean, ‘keep doing this’?”


    This wins me a disbelieving snort. “He shows up here at least once a week. We told him a while ago we weren’t going to allow him to drive away—so most of the time he takes taxis. Today he drove here, though, and I can’t allow him to leave. We could get sued for millions if he had a crash, and frankly, it’s just a matter of time.”


    “I’m not tryin’ to drive!” Geordie bellows. “If you’d let me order some more food I’d be fine.”


    The manager doesn’t even glance at him. “If he ever comes here alone again, we won’t even serve him. Maybe remind him of that tomorrow. That way he might actually remember it.”


    With that, the manager walks away, leaving me standing there with Geordie’s weight heavy against my side. He smells like rum. “Thanks, Viv,” he murmurs, giving me his goofiest, most endearing smile.


    “Just get in the car.” I can see his Fiat in the parking lot. Tomorrow morning someone will have to bring him back here to pick it up; probably that’s going to be me.


    As I head toward his apartment complex, Geordie says, “He’s exaggeratin’, you know he is. Two times I’ve been there. Maybe three.”


    “But you were going to drive like this, Geordie. You can’t do that.”


    “I didn’t want to drive like this. I wanted to eat and wait another couple of hours! I’d’ve been fine then, y’know I would.”


    Maybe he would have been. Maybe the manager was in a shitty mood. And Geordie’s always partied hard without it screwing up his life.


    Yet I can’t help thinking over the last few times I’ve hung out with Geordie. He drank heavily every single time. Halloween, he even lost consciousness at Arturo and Shay’s. We’re not eighteen-year-olds experimenting with alcohol for the first time; Geordie is thirty. He should be past that by now.


    “You Americans.” Geordie leans back in my passenger seat. The city lights flicker behind his handsome profile. “You’re Puritans, every one of ye. In Scotland, they’d call me a teetotaler.”


    I went to Edinburgh one summer when I was eighteen, on one of those “if it’s Friday it must be Belgium” lightning tours of Europe. Plus I watched the fishermen at that inn where Jonah and I stayed on the Isle of Skye. Geordie’s not lying about the way they drink. Every pub fills at five P.M. with Scots from all walks of life. Over there, the day isn’t complete without a pint or two.


    You’re overthinking this, I tell myself. This is basically a cultural difference. Besides, Geordie’s been working so hard on his LLM. You know the pressure he’s under. Why shouldn’t he knock back with a drink once in a while? So he got carried away one time. It happens.


    I’ve said things like this to myself before. But tonight is the first time I realize what I sound like.


    I sound like my mom. I sound like Chloe.


    I sound like someone working very hard to deny the truth.


    We get to Geordie’s apartment complex. As I put the car in park, he says, “Thanks, luv. Sure you won’t come up? Oh, no, that’s right, it’s all Jonah now, isn’t it?”


    Jonah’s name feels like a lash against my skin. Yet I stay focused. “Geordie?”


    “Yeah?”


    I take a deep breath. “You drink too much.”


    He laughs. “I told you—”


    “I know what you told me. But you’ve been drinking harder the past few months than you ever did before. You’ve been drinking alone—and not, like, a glass of wine with dinner. Drinking hard.”


    Geordie groans. “Ah, Christ, the morality police.”


    “Listen to me,” I plead. “Geordie, we may not be in love anymore, but you know I still love you as a friend. I care about you, and I want good things for you, always. So I have to say this.”


    “Say what?”


    Telling the truth is terrifying. It’s a leap off a cliff. I’m going to hit the ground hard. All I can hope is that afterward, Geordie will think over what I’ve said and listen.


    So I look him in the eyes as I say, “You have a drinking problem.”


    I expect him to laugh at me. Instead Geordie only stares. He’s not used to my being that blunt; that makes two of us. Only now am I finally learning how to be honest even when it’s hard.


    “Please,” I say more softly. “You’re the most incredible person. You can have a wonderful life and do so much good in the world. Don’t let this own you. Stop and think about what’s happening. Get some help. And know that I’m behind you no matter what.”


    A long moment of silence passes, one in which I imagine him laughing at me, or cursing me. He does neither, only sighs deeply as he buries his face in his hand. “Christ, Viv.”


    “I wouldn’t say this if I didn’t love you.” Only as the words come out of my mouth does it hit me that the truth can be a gift of love. That no other gift can possibly compare.


    But Geordie simply steps out of the car and slams it behind him. He trudges into the apartment complex without ever looking back.


    Even our greatest gifts sometimes come too late.

  


  
    Thirty-three


    After dropping Geordie off, I don’t return to the studio. My concentration is shot. Instead I head home, take a long shower, and go to bed early. Since Friday night, I’ve been riding various adrenaline rushes, from desire to terror to fury; by this point, I’m ready to drop.


    I slide into bed and turn out the lights, but sleep eludes me at first. Too wired. So I lie there on my side, wearing an oversized T-shirt from a charity 5K I ran two years ago, exhausted, unsexy, and very much alone.


    Alone isn’t the worst thing, I remind myself. My sister is probably lying in the same bed as Anthony right now. I’ll take my fate before hers any day. Besides, at the moment, I need the kind of silence only solitude provides.


    Someday soon, I’ll figure out what to think of all this. I’ll come to terms with losing Jonah, and find out if my friendship with Geordie is going to survive, and hold my own within the new dynamics of my family. Doreen will help me. So everything’s going to be okay.


    I tell myself this. For the most part, I believe it. But I remember how I fell asleep the night before last—how safe I felt in Jonah’s arms. It seems as if I’ll never feel that safe again.


    Right now he’s in his fancy downtown apartment, as alone as I am. I wonder if he’s already taken down my etching.


    Probably he has. Yet I hope he hasn’t. That way one thing I gave him—one message straight from my soul into his—that would live on.


    •••


    My phone rings not long after four A.M.


    Fuck, I think grumpily. Just when I’d fallen deeply asleep. If this is a wrong number, I swear to God—


    But then I remember Dad’s surgery. Panic grips me as I lunge across my bed to snatch my phone from its charging dock. Dad could be okay—Chloe could be calling just to yell about Anthony, or maybe this is Geordie telling me to sod off, or—or it could be Jonah—


    None of the above.


    Frowning, I answer, “Arturo?”


    “You were asleep, weren’t you?”


    “At—four seventeen in the morning? Strangely enough, yes. What in the—” My voice trails off as I realize the answer to my own question.


    Arturo says it out loud. “You told us, when Shay went into labor, you wanted to know first thing. Well, we’re heading to the hospital now.”


    “Oh, my God.” As weary as I am, I laugh out loud. “Is she feeling okay?”


    “She’s doing great so far.”


    In the background I hear Shay yell, “What do you mean great? Something the size of a watermelon is trying to come out of my—ohhhhhhhhh—”


    “We gotta go,” Arturo says hastily. “Come to the hospital when you can!” With that he hangs up.


    Labor can take a long time. Sometimes even days. I’ve spent some time leafing through Shay’s dog-eared copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting, so I know the average length of a first-time labor is eight hours. I could certainly go back to bed and get some more much-needed sleep, and I’d probably still make it to the hospital before Shay gives birth.


    Instead I text Carmen. Which one of us is picking up the coffee?


    Immediately she sends back, I’ve got it. See you there!!!!


    Seton Central is all the way on the other side of town from my house, but at this time of night, the roads are empty. I get to the hospital within twenty minutes to find Carmen already pacing in the waiting room. Her outfit makes me giggle—a silver and black San Antonio Stars jersey and hot pink sweatpants—but I’m one to talk in my oversized fleece top and faded jeans. Carmen knows why I’m snickering and sticks her tongue out at me. “Laugh it up.”


    “Sorry, sorry, I’m tired. Everything’s funny.”


    And it is. A few hours ago I felt worn out and hopeless, but I guess the baby decided to remind me of all the good things still waiting in the world.


    We drink our coffees and walk up and down the halls, watching the sun rise. Carmen tells me about the conversations she’s had with Arturo over the past few days. “When he finally understood how freaked out I was about my graduate work, he told me I was being an idiot. Which was not exactly a helpful thing to say—but I knew what he meant. And Arturo said neither of us would let anybody down.”


    “Because you’re both smart, and determined, and probably the two most together people I know,” I say.


    But Carmen shakes her head no. “He said it was because we were the most bullheaded people on earth. If we say we’re going to do it, it gets done.” She pauses. “Unless, like, a meteor hits the earth or something.”


    “I think we can give you a provisional meteor exception.”


    “Thanks.”


    Shay’s baby might have gotten an early start this morning, but is apparently in no rush. Carmen and I breakfast on reconstituted orange juice and stale pastries in the hospital cafeteria. You’d think a place dedicated to health wouldn’t serve this kind of junk. (Maybe they’re trying to drum up future business.) We leaf through “women’s magazines” that are all about fugly crafts and baking and seem to be an average of eleven months old. We pace around the waiting room like Ricky Ricardo in that old episode of I Love Lucy. None of it makes the baby come any faster.


    At one point, just to make conversation, Carmen says, “So what’s up with you and Jonah?”


    All my exhaustion seems to descend on me again in a second. I sigh and lean back in my chair. “I don’t know.”


    “You guys seemed pretty into each other at the party.” Carmen bats her eyelashes, deliberately over-the-top, in an attempt to make me laugh. “What’s wrong?”


    “He came home with me this weekend.”


    She sits upright and stares. “Jonah Marks went home with you after your father’s heart attack?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Vivienne, that’s major.”


    “I know.” I hug myself tightly, my fingers buried in the cranberry-colored fleece of my sleeves. “And having him there helped so much. But—”


    “But what, after that? You can’t agree on the chapel for the wedding?”


    It’s a joke, of course, but Carmen’s so far off-base it hurts. She understands that I don’t get along with my family, even if she doesn’t know exactly why. This means she knows something of what Jonah’s support meant to me. How can I possibly explain that it all fell apart within an hour? “I think maybe we rushed things.”


    How inadequate. It’s all I’ve got.


    Carmen frowns, and I know I’m about to get the full third-degree treatment from her—but that’s when Arturo appears in the doorway. He’s wearing blue scrubs and an enormous smile, and while he’s still the same guy I know, he’s someone else now too, somebody new.


    We both get to our feet, clutching hands. Tears well in Arturo’s eyes as he says, “I have a son.”


    Then we’re all crying, and hugging, and the weary, bitter world somehow feels brand new.


    Visiting Shay and holding the baby have to wait for a little later in the day. Carmen stays at the hospital, but I run a few necessary errands—picking up food for the new parents to keep in their room, putting out their trash at home, et cetera. I even buy a few pale blue balloons and tie them to their doorknob, so the neighbors will know the good news.


    And they’ll realize they need to buy earplugs now, I think as I smile. A newborn is moving in.


    It’s almost lunchtime before I return to the hospital. As I look around for someone to ask about visiting hours, I hear a cheerful voice say, “Hello there!”


    I turn to see Dr. Rosalind Campbell in her white coat and scrubs, looking nearly as tired as I feel. She wears a luminous smile nonetheless. “Hi,” I say. “Everyone’s okay?”


    “Right as rain. A good, easy birth.”


    Bet Shay doesn’t describe it as easy. Then again, an obstetrician probably has an entirely different frame of reference for this sort of thing. “When can I go in?”


    “On the hour. But the baby’s in the nursery now, if you want to see.”


    Just the thought of seeing this child—a brand-new person who is half Arturo, half Shay—fills me with delight. “Okay, I’ll head that way.”


    “I’ve got another mother coming in any minute,” Rosalind sighs. “How do all the babies know to be born on the same day?”


    She waves as she heads off. From her friendliness and ease, I can tell Rosalind still has no idea that Jonah and I have split. He wouldn’t have gotten around to telling anyone yet. It’s hard for me to remember that Jonah and I had our last terrible argument just over forty-eight hours ago. The safety I felt with him already seems to belong to another lifetime.


    No. I’m not going to let anything drag me down right now. This is a special day—the birthday of someone I already love—and that should eclipse everything else.


    I walk to the nursery, which is filled with infants bundled tight in white blankets, their tiny pink faces peeping out. Every single one of them is adorable, in the squished way that newborns are adorable. Like miniature Winston Churchills. They seem identical to me, until I look at one baby and recognize him. Because I know him already, even though he’s hours old. He has Arturo’s nose, and Shay’s stubborn chin, and I would know this kid anywhere.


    When I tap on the window, one of the nurses looks up at me, amused but tolerant. They must get this all day. I point and say, “Can I see him?”


    In response, the nurse lifts the baby up and holds him close to the window. He blinks in the weary confusion of the newborn.


    Nicolas Gillespie Ortiz, I think. Welcome to the world.


    They settle him back in his crib after only a few moments, but I stay where I am. Until he’s taken up to Shay’s room and I can visit with the whole family there, I might as well enjoy the sight of a dozen infants, all exhausted by their long journey into this life. Yet they sleep peacefully, and something about this sight quiets the anger and fear inside me as few other things ever have.


    At one point, a young Chinese man stands there for a moment, looking at a tiny girl very near the window. I remember hearing the nurses whisper about him and his wife earlier: This baby’s a citizen. That means they get to stay in the United States. Which is great for them, I guess. But right now, that’s not what this man is thinking about. Instead he gazes down at his newborn daughter as if astonished to discover just how much love he can contain.


    Someone else walks up not long afterward and comes to stand only a few steps from me. Nicolas is yawning his first yawn, so I don’t turn to see who has come close. Then I hear, “The baby looks just like his parents.”


    I turn my head to see Jonah. His hands are jammed in the pockets of his navy blue coat; dark circles shadow his eyes. He stands there, awkward and uncertain. Probably that’s how I look too.


    The difference is that I’ve never seen Jonah like this. His confidence defines him; his command of himself is as absolute as his authority over others. Now, though, he stands before me and lets me see how vulnerable he truly is.


    I always thought of Jonah as a strong man, but this is the first time I’ve realized he is also brave.


    “They’re all so new,” he whispers.


    “Well, yeah.” My voice sounds calmer than I would have expected.


    “I meant—the world breaks so many of us. Maybe all of us, in the end. But everyone starts out like this. Untouched, happy. Perfect. And we put all our hopes on children, all the hopes we can’t believe in for ourselves any longer.”


    “Not all,” I say, but I know what he means. “It’s not really fair, is it? We expect so much of them, even when we let ourselves down.”


    “Who knows. Maybe they’ll do better than we ever have. Eventually someone has to get it right.”


    If only Nicolas could have that kind of life. For today, I refuse to think of all the disappointments and dangers ahead. Right now his world is only about food and warmth and love. Let him enjoy it.


    Jonah doesn’t seem to have anything else to say yet, so I ask, “Rosalind called you?”


    He shakes his head. “When I came into the office this morning, people were passing around a card for Shay. I signed it, did what I had to do, and then came straight here.”


    “I’m sure she’ll appreciate that.”


    “You know I’m not here for Shay.”


    I hug myself more tightly. “Are you here to... what... take it all back?”


    “No. I’m here to explain, if you’re willing to listen.”


    What could Jonah tell me that would make everything all right? Nothing, I realize. But that’s not why he’s here. We can’t fix this; we were smashed up long before we ever met. Jonah only wants to tell me the truth. His truth.


    And I should tell him mine.


    I’ve come to realize that speaking the truth can be a form of love. Maybe listening can be too.

  


  
    Thirty-four


    Seton Central is located in a major urban area, not far from a highway—and yet, right next to it stretches Seider Spring Park. It’s a long, skinny green space that runs alongside the winding Shoal Creek Trail. Within a few minutes of leaving the hospital, Jonah and I are walking between trees, next to the water, seemingly away from the rest of the world—even though the distant roar of cars sometimes mingles with the rustling of leaves.


    Pale skin, shadowed eyes, stubble, beat-up jeans beneath his coat: Jonah looks like hell. No doubt I do too. We’re long past worrying about appearances, yet I can’t help but notice.


    Mom’s lessons die hard.


    “I’m sorry I was so abrupt in the car,” Jonah says. “It was a difficult time for you, in many ways. I should’ve held it together for your sake.”


    “You told me what you were honestly feeling. You don’t have to apologize for that.”


    We walk on together, side by side. Our footsteps crunch on fallen leaves and drought-dry grass. In Austin we don’t get autumns of crimson leaves or winters of brilliant white snow. The year ebbs away into colorless cold.


    Jonah finally asks, “Do you want to tell me what happened with Anthony?”


    Once I thought I could never say this to anyone, least of all him. Yet now Jonah’s the only person I can imagine telling. “I was fourteen. He and Chloe were in college, dating. One night when he was visiting, Chloe went to bed early, and my parents did too. Anthony raped me on the couch.”


    After a long moment, Jonah says, “He came on you. Didn’t he?”


    God, graphic. But true, and nothing less than the whole truth will do anymore. “Yes, he did. I’ve hated that ever since.”


    “You said you told Chloe and she didn’t believe you?”


    I shake my head. “I told my mother and she didn’t believe me. Anthony told Chloe I tried to flirt with him, and she got angry with me for trying to steal her boyfriend. The week before her wedding, I made one last attempt at getting her to see who and what Anthony really is, and I tried to explain the whole story to her, but she didn’t want to hear it. Now my rapist is in the family, and he’s half of Libby, whom I love so much. That means he’s part of my life forever.”


    Jonah’s gaze has turned inward, as if he’s studying my story from every possible angle. “I thought most rape victims couldn’t stand seeing even allusions to rape. Much less... what we did.”


    “You’re right. Most rape victims have a very different reaction. But this is what it did to me. Who I am now.”


    He nods, still deep in thought. “I should’ve realized,” he says quietly. “When you never wanted to fuck any other way—some of your limits—I should’ve known.”


    “You have your limits, just like me,” I say. It’s mostly me parroting what Doreen and I talked about.


    But then I find myself remembering that first night in the wine bar, when Jonah and I negotiated the terms of our arrangement. He asked me to defend him, not to injure him too badly, and—not to call him Daddy.


    My stomach drops; nausea sweeps through me. My voice sounds strangled as I ask, “Jonah, did it happen to you too?”


    “Was I raped? No.” But Jonah stands still, weighing his next words. “It was—so much more fucked up than that.”


    What in the world could be more fucked up than that? I can’t imagine.


    But I don’t have to imagine. I’m here, and I can listen. “Will you tell me?”


    He doesn’t answer for a long time, long enough that I begin to think he’ll say no. Instead, he turns away from me, stares at the brook, and begins to speak.


    “I was four years old when my father died. Not quite six when my mother married Carter Hale. Elise was five then, and both Rebecca and Maddox were two. They took formal portraits of the new family—you know, little suits for me and Mad, velvet dresses for the girls, Mom and Carter smiling. The money, the children, the airline, the real estate. They wanted the whole world to know they had it all.” He shakes his head. “No one ever guessed what was really happening behind the doors of Redgrave House.”


    “Which was what?”


    Jonah takes a deep breath. “The first time—the first time, it was late at night, and I heard my mother crying. I’d heard that before, after my father died. Sometimes it helped her if I came to her, gave her a hug, something like that. So I went to her bedroom. And Carter was...”


    “They were having sex?” I say. That would freak out almost any kid, but surely even the archetypal Freudian event wouldn’t leave Jonah so deeply scarred.


    He says, “Carter was raping my mother.”


    “Oh, my God.” I can’t imagine seeing that, ever, much less as a small child.


    “I didn’t understand.” Jonah’s voice breaks. “I had some idea of what they were doing, but my mother was crying. Bleeding. And then Carter saw me, and he was so angry. I thought he would beat me, but he did worse than that.”


    “What?”


    “He made me watch.”


    Bile churns in my gut, and I think I might actually vomit. Who the hell does that to a child? Whose mind works that way? A monster. Only a monster. All these years I thought Anthony Whedon was the worst thing that could ever happen to me, but Carter Hale is another level of evil altogether.


    “Carter took his time. I think I was in there an hour before he was done with her. He told me that—that this was what it meant to be a man. That this was what women wanted. What they deserved.”


    All this time, I thought I was working out my darkest demons while Jonah just played our games for fun. Never did I dream what secret burden he might be carrying.


    But even if I’d spent hours psychoanalyzing him, guessing what might underlie his own desires, I would never have guessed this.


    “I didn’t believe him,” Jonah says. “I knew it couldn’t be right, the way he’d hurt my mother. But the next day, when I was alone with her, I asked her if we would run away. Mom said—she said it was just that way between men and women sometimes. She pretended everything was all right. I told myself that must be true.”


    By now I remember how this story began. “Jonah, you said—you said, ‘The first time.’”


    Jonah’s smile is sharper than any blade I’ve ever seen, maybe as sharp as the blade Jonah wishes he could hold to his stepfather’s throat. “Maybe it turned Carter on. He likes humiliating my mother, and what could be more humiliating than bringing her child in the room to watch? So he started coming into my bedroom when I was trying to sleep. He’d carry me into their room and wouldn’t let me leave. He made me say out loud all the things ‘Daddy’ was doing to her.”


    I picture a small boy in his PJs, maybe with rocket ships printed on the cotton, having to speak those words. It’s as if the pain from that moment leaps through the distance and the years to pierce my own heart. “Oh, God, Jonah, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


    He doesn’t seem to hear me. Now that this terrible story has begun, he can’t stop until he’s gotten it all out. “At first Carter made me watch from the corner. After a while, he started making me sit on the foot of the bed. And a couple of times—he—Vivienne, Carter made me ride on his back.”


    Jesus Christ. I’ve gone from feeling nauseated to feeling faint. If it’s this terrible for me to hear this, what must it have been like for Jonah to grow up this way?


    “Eventually he made Elise watch too,” Jonah says. “We were able to keep him from ever starting in on Rebecca and Maddox, though. We protected them. Sometimes I think that’s the only truly good thing I’ve ever done, protecting them. So they get to be the normal ones.” He runs one hand through his hair. “If you think I’m screwed up, you should meet Elise.”


    I imagine little Jonah and Elise suffering to keep the two babies safe, and their bravery tears through my heart. “When did he stop?”


    “When did Carter stop raping my mother? Never, as far as I know. But when Elise and I got close to puberty, he stopped wanting us in the room while he did it. Maybe he had a touch of pedophilia mixed in with all his other psychoses. Or he thought we might finally be big enough to challenge him. At the time, I didn’t analyze the reasons why. I was just glad it was over.”


    “And your mother never left him?” Of course not. They’re living on different floors of Redgrave House. I remember the news stories now—Jonah’s mother’s insanity, her violence.


    No wonder the children haven’t turned on her. They know she’s mad because Carter Hale drove her mad.


    “I used to ask her why she didn’t go,” Jonah says. “When I was little. I said she shouldn’t let Carter hurt her. But she told me—over and over, she told me, that’s how things are between men and women. She pretended nothing was wrong. And so in my head, that kind of violence, that kind of humiliation—to me, that was what sex was.”


    He’s been reliving his worst memories. Letting his demons out to play. Each of us assumed the other was simply indulging a kinky fetish, when in fact we were shepherding each other through our nightmares.


    “Obviously I learned the difference between sex and rape.” Jonah turns back to me. When our eyes meet, it feels like we’re looking at each other for the first time. “I knew I would never, ever do to anyone what Carter did to my mother. That I would defend any woman in that kind of danger, to make up for the times I wanted to defend my mother and didn’t. Yet deep inside, on a level I couldn’t consciously reach—I wanted something I could never allow myself to have.”


    “Until we found each other,” I say.


    “No. Knowing what happened to you... it changes everything.”


    “Why?” I want to shake him. “You haven’t hurt me, Jonah. You’ve helped me. For some reason, what we do helps me work through this. I’ve felt so ashamed of myself for so long. So dirty. With you, I could let some of that shame go.” Why do I feel so much freer when I’ve surrendered to Jonah in that way? I don’t know, and yet I do.


    Our games are the only escape from that shame I’ve ever had.


    Jonah looks torn between anger and tears. “I’m glad it meant something to you. Something good. But the things I do to you—I can’t do that, knowing how you’ve suffered. Knowing that when we’re together, you’re reliving an actual rape—I just can’t.”


    I cannot handle any of this for-your-own-good bullshit right now. “You’re leaving me to protect me?”


    “No. I’m protecting myself.”


    He gets to have limits, Doreen’s voice reminds me. Maybe I should restrain myself for Jonah’s sake, too. We’re dealing with horrible experiences, probably not in a very healthy way. Yet I still feel like I could scream, or shout, like I would do anything to keep him from walking away again.


    “What we have goes beyond sex,” I say. “At least, it does for me.”


    Jonah won’t look at me. “For me too.”


    “So shouldn’t we at least try to love each other?” I take one step toward him. “We found each other—two people broken in the exact same way. That’s pretty rare.”


    “And you think our broken edges would fit together, make us whole?” He looks so sad. So lost. “It doesn’t work that way. I wish it did.”


    Is Jonah right? Maybe he is. Despite everything, I can’t make myself believe that.


    But I also can’t make Jonah stay.


    “Is this good-bye?” I ask.


    Jonah opens his mouth to say yes—I can sense the word on his lips—but instead he says, “I don’t know.”


    Hope seizes me. He wants things to be different. He doesn’t seem to know how they could be, and I don’t either, but if we both want that, maybe there’s still a chance.


    “You know where to find me,” I say. “Even if it’s not, you know, about us. If you just want to talk.”


    He gives me a look. I don’t think Jonah makes a habit of sharing his troubles with anyone. However, after a moment he says, “You can talk to me too.”


    Jonah has now become the only person besides my therapist who fully understands what’s going on with me. I’ve needed someone like that in my life. But Jonah and I will never have the kind of transition to friendship that Geordie and I have—or had, before I confronted Geordie last night.


    What we have cuts too deep. Matters too much. Jonah and I will find our way back to each other, or we’ll drift apart forever. We won’t wind up with anything in between.


    In either case, our future won’t be decided today. It will take a long time for us to weigh the truths we’ve learned, and told.


    “I should leave,” Jonah says.


    Don’t walk away. Don’t go. But this intensity is too much to bear for both of us. We have to leave the wreckage of our pasts and go back to the lives we’ve built. “Me too. I’m supposed to go see Shay and the baby.”


    “Tell them congratulations.”


    Does he mean it, or is it just something to say, words to fill the silence? Both, probably. “Okay. I will.”


    We walk together through the park, the only sounds our feet crunching on dry grass, the distant rumble of traffic, and the water flowing next to us. Neither of us is walking very quickly. Jonah wants to stretch this moment out as much as I do, I realize. The difference is, he’s willing for this moment to be our last.


    I’m not. But how do I change that, if I even can?


    Only when we reach the edge of the park does Jonah speak again. “I’ll never forget you.”


    Goddammit, now I’m going to cry. “I won’t forget you either. Like I ever could.”


    He smiles unevenly at me. “I’ll think of you every time I see your picture on the wall, of the man capturing the dove.”


    “He’s not capturing the dove.”


    “But his hands are cupped around it—”


    “He’s protecting the dove. Keeping it safe. In a minute, he’s going to open up his hands to let it fly.”


    Jonah looks at me for a long moment, his gray eyes searching mine. Then he nods and walks away. Yet again, no good-bye.


    This time I’m glad he didn’t say it. Because it’s not good-bye for us. When I told him about the dove flying free, I saw something in Jonah I’ve never seen before.


    I saw hope.


    And that’s how I know that somehow, someday, Jonah will find his way back to me.
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 Prologue

I’m ashamed of what I want.

I want it anyway.

Although I’ve tried to break the habit, it never works. Sometimes I indulge in fantasies that would bring most women over the edge. A hot guy with his face buried between my legs, his muscular arms wrapped around my open thighs; that sexy professor from my undergrad poli sci class, bending me over the desk in his office; even Robert Downey, Jr., and Chris Evans inviting me into an Avengers three-way and proving they have superpowers of their own.

None of it gets me off. Every time, my fantasies ultimately bring me back to my most secret shame. The hands that caress me hold me down; the moan of satisfaction I imagine turn into screams for help, screams no one hears. As the fantasy becomes more savage, more brutal, I glory in it more and more.

And in the end, I only come when I imagine being raped.

I loathe this about myself. Rape is a vicious criminal act, one that makes the victim feel like a hollowed-out, broken thing; I should know. Countless self-help books, sex toys, and therapy sessions have taught me more about why I have these fantasies. They’ve also taught me that lots of people get off on this—female and male. But my desires still betray me, own me.

For a long time I kept my needs secret. My boyfriends had no idea what I was imagining behind my closed eyes while they were inside me. Once I tried to tell my ex-boyfriend Geordie about it—lightly, playing it as no more than a kinky whim—but that was a kink we didn’t share. He couldn’t go along, not even for me, and I wound up feeling humiliated and even more ashamed than before.

But I’m glad I told Geordie. Because in a drunken haze at a party months later, he blurted out my secret. Most of the people who overheard him snickered or leered, knowing only that I wanted to try something crazy in bed.

One man heard the truth even Geordie hadn’t understood. One man realized exactly what I wanted, and how I wanted it.

Jonah Marks understood because he wanted it too.

We began a sexual relationship built on our shared secret. At first we tried to remain unknown to each other, coming together only as strangers, to intensify the fantasy. Jonah understood what I needed and how to give it to me. He let me become a victim; I let him become a monster. And yet we always stayed within the limits we’d set. He understood how to walk the line that let me feel scared and safe at once.

Over time, though, we were no longer strangers. We knew only one thing about each other—but it was the most intimate thing anyone could know. We had looked into each other’s souls.

Finally we saw too much. Saw the truth. Jonah pulled back. Now he’s lost to me—for now, and maybe forever.

But not if I can help it.





 One

Normally I don’t worry much about walking across campus to my car. My schedule as a graduate teaching assistant allows me to leave before dark most of the time, and the University of Texas at Austin is one of the biggest colleges in the nation, meaning people are usually around.

However, this is the Saturday night after Thanksgiving. Most students are still at home with their families. Professors too. Me, I left New Orleans sooner than I’d planned. The enormous pile of research papers I had to grade could’ve been split into a couple of days’ work, but I was close enough to finishing this evening to keep on to the end.

That’s why I’m walking across a nearly deserted campus, not far from downtown, at 11 o’clock at night.

A white truck drives along the nearest road. Its headlights sweep past me, and I blink against the glare. For a moment I think the truck might be about to stop, and I wonder if it’s stopping for me. But then it drives on¸ and I breathe out a sigh of relief.

The world spends so much time telling women how not to be raped—more time than it spends telling men not to rape. So I remind myself that I know what to do. I keep my head up. I look around me so that I’m alert and aware of my surroundings. No earbuds to deafen me to the sound of approaching footsteps, no phone in hand to distract me with texts or games. What I’m wearing shouldn’t attract undue attention: denim skirt, wine-colored cardigan. And I’ve got on flats I could run in, if I had to.

And I also know to meet the eyes of any man I see, so he’ll realize I’ve registered his presence. That I could identify him later.

Which is why, when I hear the dull thud of boots on the ground near me, I turn my head—and stop in my tracks.

The man walking so close is tall, six-foot-two or -three. Muscular too, as his low-slung jeans and tight-fitting shirt reveal. Yet he’s not some bodybuilder type; his waist is almost impossibly narrow beneath such broad shoulders, his neck long. His proportions suggest both brutality and fragility. One glance would tell anyone this man is stretched to the breaking point, and make you wonder what he’d do if he broke. In the bluish glare of the streetlight, his features are almost too beautiful to be rugged, but not quite. Straight nose, high cheekbones like slashes, his thin-lipped mouth set in a firm line. One of his broad hands could circle my throat. The description for the police would begin Caucasian, fair skin, dark hair cropped short, clean-shaven. His eyes are the shade of steel.

And they are locked on me.

I felt so sure of myself a few moments ago. So strong and prepared. Now I see myself as an attacker would. A woman in her midtwenties, all alone, weighed down by a messenger bag stuffed with seven pounds of papers. The bag’s strap cuts diagonally across my torso, pressing my sweater tightly against my breasts. Nobody else is within sight or hearing. My car must be at least a hundred feet away.

If he wanted to come at me, nobody could stop him. Not even me.

“You’re out late,” he says, his deep voice tight. Tense.

 “Well, you know.” The kind of meaningless nonstatement we all make to strangers. I shrug the messenger bag behind me. I could run easier that way. But the strap only twists my cardigan, sliding the hem up enough to bare a few inches of my skin to the cool night air. Our endless Texas summer has finally ended; the chill has come.

But I’m not shivering with the cold.

It’s anticipation.

“Girls shouldn’t walk around outside late at night,” he says, stepping closer. The streetlight elongates his shadow; the dark line of it slices across the ground between us. “It’s dangerous.”

“Walking isn’t dangerous,” I retort. “People are.”

His voice deepens further, almost a growl. “Yes. So why are you out here?”

“I’m going to my car.”

“You could’ve gone home anytime you liked.” He’s speaking to me stranger to stranger, like a naughty little girl he has the right to chastise. “But you stayed late, on purpose. So you could walk out here all alone.”

My breath catches in my throat. The mood between us shifts by the instant.

And then it turns sharp as a knife as he finishes, “Some people would say you were begging for it.”

The possibilities multiply within my mind, a pornographic kaleidoscope. He could force me into his car, or mine. Hold me down in the backseat, rip off my panties, and fuck me senseless. Or maybe he’ll play it cooler, offer to give me a ride on a cold night, swear to act like a gentleman. But instead of dropping me off as he’d promised, he forces his way into my house, ties me up, and does whatever he wants with me, for hours. He could even drag me down right here.

Any other woman would go for her phone. Or scream. Or run.

Instead I stand there, drinking him in. The other edge of fear is desire, and it’s desire that has me now. Not only desire—lust. I don’t care how cold the night is; I don’t care how dangerous it would be. I just want him, so badly I’ll do anything.

And he wants me just as much. I can tell by the way his jaw clenches, by how he keeps trying not to look at me but still can’t resist.

We have become hunter and prey.

Come on, Jonah, I think as I look at the man I have feared and fought and maybe begun to love. Let go. Take me.

He takes one step forward—and then we both freeze as the white truck circles around again and stops nearby. Someone leans out the open driver’s side window; through the glare of the headlights I recognize a friend of a friend, this guy named Mack. “Hey, Vivienne!” he calls. “You need a ride to your car?”

“I’m good!” I answer. I would’ve turned the ride down no matter what. Mack’s always struck me as the stereotypical frat bro, hardly my type. Then again, when he saw me walking around alone and vulnerable late at night, he tried to help out. Maybe I misjudged the guy.

Doesn’t change the fact that right now I could scream at him for interrupting Jonah and me.

Mack simply waves before he puts his car back in drive and heads out, leaving me alone with Jonah again. But it’s too late.

The spell has been broken, the game ended. I look into Jonah’s eyes and what I see there is not desire. Not only desire, anyway. What I see most strongly is pain.

Very quietly he says, “We’re not doing this. I’m sorry.”

Damn it. “You started it . . .”

“Because you make me lose control.” Jonah half-turns from me, giving the lie to his own words. This man has iron self-control. I wish he didn’t. “Vivienne, you know why we have to stop.”

“You’re the one with the—” But what do I say? Hang-up is too trivial; problem too judgmental. The truth would be closer to wound, or scar. Yet the last thing he wants is my pity.

More resolutely, he continues, “I can’t play for a while. Maybe not ever. I don’t know.”

Not ever? He can’t think like that. We’ll never find an answer if he’s not even looking for it. “Jonah—”

“I just can’t do it to you. Not knowing what I know.” His shoulders slump, like he’s been carrying a tremendous weight for far too long. “It changes things.”

“You’re not protecting me with this, you know. Maybe you think you are, but all you’ve done is make me ashamed.” Jonah Marks was the first person who ever got me past that shame, who gave me the freedom to own my desires. Having that ripped away from me aches with an almost physical pain.

“Vivienne—”

“You decided I’m too fragile to touch. Which is what broke me.” My voice cracks. “Ironic, huh?”

I walk past him, hurrying to my Honda Civic. I toss the heavy messenger bag in ahead of me, get in, slam the door. Jonah stands in the distance—watching me to make sure I get in the car safely. He punishes me and protects me; that’s the paradox of the man.

That same paradox is now tearing both of us apart, from each other and within ourselves.

As I put the car in reverse and pull out, I catch one last glimpse of Jonah in the rearview mirror. He’s staring after me with an expression so bruised that, despite my anger, my heart hurts for him.

But whatever he’s feeling isn’t enough to make him come after me, and I drive off into the darkness alone.





 Two

My therapist deserves a raise.

Doreen leans back in her easy chair. “Are you surprised your meeting with Jonah didn’t end the way you wanted?”

“It began the way I wanted, and then we got interrupted.” Jonah wanted it as badly as I did, if not more. I know that in my bones. “But I should’ve realized he wouldn’t follow through regardless.”

“Why so?”

“Because I thought he’d put aside all his misgivings so we could fix our problems with sex,” I say. “When our problem is the sex.”

“Is it?”

“Jonah thinks so.”

I curl my sock-clad feet under me on the sofa. Doreen makes her patients leave shoes at the door, probably to make us feel less formal, more comfortable. It works too. None of the other psychologists I’ve talked to over the years were able to put me at ease, but Doreen’s practice is different. Her office is a sunny, cozy room in the corner of her house. Instead of the usual diplomas and certifications on the walls, she decorates with thriving houseplants and African art.

We broke off our sessions for a few weeks, just before Jonah and I hit the shoals. Doreen prodded me a little too hard about my fixation on my rape fantasy. I didn’t want to hear it; honestly, I still don’t. But when I came back to her, she understood. Doreen’s wise enough to know when to let something go for a while, and when to remain quiet so that I’m forced to find the truth that fills the silence.

Which is what she’s doing now.

“Jonah and I have both struggled with our fantasies. Neither of us has ever come to peace with what we want, or why we want it. But when we were together, living it out—I didn’t feel so guilty and ashamed anymore. Jonah was so careful to make me feel safe. We set our boundaries, and he never, ever violated them. He never would. So when I was with him, I could let go. Completely.”

Doreen nods. “You established trust and intimacy.”

“We thought we were being so smart,” I murmur, almost to myself. “Like we could wall off that part of our lives and preserve the fantasy. But we didn’t understand what we were getting into.”

That first night together had been brutal, terrifying, and perfect. Jonah had wrecked me—ripped my clothes from my body, forced me to my knees, thrown me down onto the hotel room desk, and fucked me mercilessly. I came harder than I’d ever come in my life, crying out even as he pounded into me. The sound had made him laugh in triumph. In that moment, Jonah owned me, and he knew it.

But afterward, as I trembled and struggled to catch my breath, Jonah had held me tenderly. He’d brought me water, made sure I was okay, and gave me one of the gentlest kisses I’ve ever known.

That kiss was my first hint that I’d found more than my ultimate sexual partner. In Jonah I had discovered something far more rare.

“So you expanded that relationship,” Doreen says, bringing me back to the now. “It seemed to be working for a while.”

“When he came home to New Orleans with me, it changed everything.” I sit up straighter, energized by the memory of righteous anger. “It wasn’t just that he was there for me when we were so scared about Dad—I mean, it was that too. But Jonah stood up to my family. He saw through the lies. For once, just once, finally someone was on my side and it made all the difference in the world.”

“Your family betrayed you.”

Doreen is simply telling the truth. Yet even after all these years I find it hard to put it that bluntly. Instead I shrug, folding my arms atop my knees. “They took Anthony’s side.”

She shakes her head. “They took their own. The side of convenience and luxury and denial. They chose to believe what was easy instead of what was hard and true, and they didn’t give a damn about what it did to you.”

Even Doreen has rarely put it that harshly before. I find it bracing. “Jonah saw the truth without having to be told. He believed in me implicitly. I’ve been waiting for that my whole life. So why did that truth have to be the exact thing that drove him away?”

“Because Jonah was uncomfortable living out rape fantasies with someone who had actually been raped,” Doreen replies firmly.

I duck my head so I don’t have to meet her eyes. “We set our boundaries. He made it okay for me. So why isn’t that enough for him?”

“Boundaries protect both the person who sets them and the person who obeys them. When Jonah learned the truth about you, he needed to redraw the lines.”

“The lines he’s drawn now keep us apart.” My frustration boils over, and I wrap my arms around myself as if that could keep the agitation inside. “It’s like we always said—I want to be a survivor. Not a victim. But that’s what I am to Jonah now. Just a victim.”

“I doubt it’s that simple. His feelings about this are bound to be complex. After all, he’s a survivor too.”

Jonah was never raped. Never molested. What happened to him was stranger, and maybe even sicker.

We’ve traveled parallel paths, he and I. We were betrayed by those who should have protected us. We’ve fought for our sanity and won. We’ve dealt with the dark desires spun from our worst secrets and found ultimate pleasure in them, together.

Yet what we shared is also what has torn us apart.

Doreen says, “How are the other people in your life reacting to the split? As I recall, you’d just introduced Jonah to your friends.”

Despite everything, I laugh. “I don’t think any of them have noticed.”

Not because they don’t care—because all our lives turned upside down at once, in different ways.

Times like this make you believe in astrology. Mercury in retrograde.

•   •   •

Later that day, I walk into the Mullins Recovery Center, an outpatient facility on the far south side of town. Although I’m casually dressed in skinny jeans and a drapey black sweater, I feel conspicuous anyway. You don’t enter Mullins unless you’re an addict or somebody who cares about an addict very much. This isn’t a place I ever expected to be. But I guess that’s true for everyone who comes here. Nobody plans to become an alcoholic, or to love one.

Certainly nobody plans to be her ex-boyfriend’s main support system more than six months after the breakup. Yet here I am.

Geordie emerges from one of the long corridors, the rubber soles of his Chucks squeaking against the linoleum. As these kinds of facilities go, Mullins is top notch. Still, there’s that slightly depressing, antiseptic quality to the furnishings, even to the scent of the air. It seems to me that Geordie looks . . . faded.

That’s exhaustion, I remind myself. He’s doing hard work, and his body is fighting to recover from abuse. Of course he’s not going to be his usual self.

Then again, I might not even know Geordie’s real self. In some ways, I am only now meeting him, the person he could be without alcohol.

“Bless,” he says, his Scottish accent stronger than usual as he comes up and busses me on the cheek. “You not only came, you came early.”

“Hey, you said you needed a ride.”

“Still, thank you.” Geordie zips his fleece jacket as if he already feels the outdoor chill. “I’m not sure my ego could’ve taken the bruising if I’d had to call a taxi to pick me up from the drunk tank.”

The phrase drunk tank earns him a glare from the worker behind the reception desk, but it takes more than this to repress Geordie Hilton. He grins as the two of us head out, as if daring the day to knock him down.

When we get into my Civic, he immediately syncs his phone with the sound system, an old habit from when we were dating. I never minded, because Geordie has great taste in music and introduced me to artists I wouldn’t have discovered otherwise. At the moment I also appreciate the moment it buys us—the opening for us to talk. “How are you doing?” I say.

Geordie pauses, phone in his hand. PJ Harvey’s bass beat begins to thump through the speakers. He glances over at me, his usual cheeky smile slightly . . . bent. “Don’t suppose you’ll let me get off with ‘fine, thanks.’”

“Not this time.”

He leans back in the passenger seat. Even the pale light of this overcast afternoon reveals the dark circles under his eyes, the new hollows in his cheeks. Geordie has gone from being wiry to being too thin. Only his floppy brown hair remains as rakish as ever; everything else about him is cast in shadow.

Finally Geordie says, “One day at a time. That’s what they keep telling us here. Over and over, until you think you’ll slap the next person who lets those words come out of his mouth. But they repeat it for a reason, don’t they? You really can’t look any further ahead. You try to get on top of things today, and leave tomorrow until it comes. So that’s what I’m doing.”

We’re silent for a long, awkward pause. Finally I manage to say, “The withdrawal—was it terrible?”

“They say I got off lucky. I didn’t go through DTs, which is the part of withdrawal that actually kills some people.” He sighs. “Me, all I had to deal with was vomiting, nausea, a bad case of the shakes, and a three-day-long anxiety attack. Imagine that party, if you will. But as of now, drumroll, flourish of trumpets, I have been sober for two whole weeks. Please, hold your applause to the end.”

“You’re trying to make it sound like it’s not a big deal.” I smile, partly to cover my horror at the thought of Geordie as sick and weak as that. Mostly, though, I’m smiling out of pride. “But you’re beating this. You really are.”

He shrugs. “Two weeks. No more than that.”

“No less than that either.” Surely the first few weeks are the hardest. Then again, I don’t understand how addiction works; it’s not one of my demons. I don’t want to take Geordie’s struggle for granted. “When I talked to you about this, I honestly didn’t believe you’d accept that you had a problem. Instead you took action, immediately. That takes a lot of courage, Geordie.”

He laughs ruefully. “You’re not the first person who ever brought up my drinking. Just the first one I could hear.”

I wonder who spoke to him about it in the past. How many friends or lovers might have fallen by the wayside because Geordie wasn’t ready to face the truth? “Then I’m glad you heard me.”

“All right then, enough of my dismal story. How are things with Arturo and Shay? I can’t believe I haven’t seen wee Nicolas yet.”

“We’ll change that,” I promise as I put the car into gear and pull out. “It’s crazy over there of course, but the baby’s so adorable. You just want to pick him up and smell his head.”

 “Smell his head?” Geordie shakes his head in disbelief. He’ll see. “Did you go home for Thanksgiving?”

“Yeah.”

He grimaces. “Oh, God, I’m sorry. How many extra hours in therapy did that require?”

“It wasn’t bad this time, actually.” I can’t tell Geordie why things were better, because while he knows my family stresses me out, he’s never known the full story behind it. The fact of my rape is one I’ve shared with only a handful of people. So he couldn’t know what Jonah’s defense meant to me. “Dad’s recovering well; I wound up only staying a couple of days because Mom said they were finally getting ‘back in their routine.’ Anthony and Chloe went on some kind of trip, so it was just my parents, Libby, and me.” Finally I could’ve spent time with my family without Anthony, and this is the year my mom doesn’t demand I stay as long as humanly possible. Figures.

“Your sister and her husband went on holiday at Thanksgiving?” Geordie asks. “Left their daughter behind?”

“I know. It’s weird.” Especially given how hard a guilt trip Chloe gave me about coming home for Thanksgiving this year. Then again, she laid down that ultimatum before she finally heard Anthony admit part of what he’d done to me. No doubt neither of them wanted another confrontation so soon. It feels good knowing that, this time, they blinked first. “We had a low-fat, low-sodium meal because of Dad’s heart condition, ugh. But I sneaked Libby out for pecan pie the next day. So that pretty much counts as my best Thanksgiving in the past decade or so.”

“Beats the hell out of mine. I mean, my family, we’re Scots, so it’s not like we ever made a big deal of it even after we’d been living over here for a while. Sometimes Mum would buy a turkey at the grocer’s. End of story. But this year, I was at Mullins for the ‘celebration,’ and no, you cannot mock me for those air quotes, for they are well earned. If you ever want to taste the actual flavor of depression, I’m here to tell you, it’s reconstituted mashed potatoes at an alcohol-rehab facility.”

By now I’m giggling. “Was it that bad?”

“Says she who’s never eaten reconstituted mashed potatoes. Tastes like fake butter and failed dreams. And oh! They served some monstrosity called a turducken.”

“What are you talking about? Turducken is delicious.”

Geordie gives me a look. “Then why have I never heard of it before? What kind of animal is that even supposed to be?”

“They call it that because it’s a chicken stuffed inside a duck stuffed inside a turkey.”

“That’s supposed to be a holiday meal? Sounds more like a botched experiment by Doctor Moreau.”

It feels so good to laugh like this again. Geordie and I were always more friends than lovers, which is why we’re able to have this second act to our relationship. He needs a friend right now—and, in a smaller way, so do I.

As if he’d read my mind, Geordie said, “Did Jonah come home with you for Thanksgiving? You said he’d been down to New Orleans with you before.”

He speaks precisely, politely. It’s not that Geordie is jealous of Jonah, exactly; our breakup was mutual. But accepting the next guy is probably always awkward.

Or it would be, if Jonah were still in my life.

“He didn’t.” I despise the sudden brittleness in my voice. It makes me sound like my mother. “We’re—taking a break.”

Geordie gives me a sidelong look. “Is this a Ross-and-Rachel break? Or the more permanent variety?”

The only way to stop sounding like my mother is to do something she never does—tell the absolute truth. “I wish I knew.”

We fall silent, and the music on the stereo takes over. Geordie pats my arm once. It’s an awkward gesture, but I appreciate it anyway. These days, it helps to remember that I’m not alone.

•   •   •

Between my counseling session, picking up Geordie, and dealing with students’ last-minute, panicked e-mails about their impending final projects, I keep my mind occupied throughout the day. It’s when I go home at night that my imagination begins to wander in dangerous directions.

I live in the odd little zone between South Congress and First Street, which ought to be one of the most desirable spots in the city. But most of the houses here were built long before the restaurants and clubs came, before average homes had foyers, cathedral ceilings or master suites. We have small yards and wire fences. We have driveways instead of garages. My neighbors are a mix of older couples hanging on, would-be gentrifiers who always have a project in progress, and college students who hang obscure flags or beer signs in their windows.

My place is a notch above its surroundings, located close to my landlord’s grander house, which is one of the older ones in this area. I’ve wondered if it was intended as a guest house, or even servants’ quarters. No matter why this was built, I’m glad it’s mine. I love my tiny house of white brick, with tons of bookshelves (all of which I’ve filled) and a freestanding fireplace that doesn’t get much use. Bedroom, living room, the smallest kitchenette in the world and an even smaller bathroom—that’s it. When I’m in here, I feel like I’m in a snug little nest safely above the rest of the world.

Though, once, I let Jonah break in.

As I sit on my love seat, my e-reader dangles in my hand, almost forgotten. I can’t see the words on the screen, not while I’m remembering that night.

We always set the rules of the games in advance. Different encounters, different force, different ways. Once he pretended to be a not-so-good Samaritan, offering to help me change a flat but raising the price of his assistance second by second—from putting my hand on his cock all the way to spreading my legs for him in the backseat of his car while he fucked me senseless. Another time—he pretended to be a stranger at a charity event who tricked me into going backstage, then took me while he kept one hand firmly gripped around my throat. Each encounter was different. Each fulfilled a different kind of fantasy.

The night he broke in here, he mocked me. Humiliated me with my own sex toy. I fought him, cursed him out, and it didn’t make any difference. Jonah forced me to suck him off; he came in my mouth for the first time. By then I’d already had two orgasms myself and was . . . limp, almost weak in the aftermath. But I still relished drinking him down. He could’ve fucked me all night if he wanted. I wouldn’t have taken us out of the game. I would have been his victim, his slave. Just thinking about him taking control makes my pulse race. I feel it in my gut, in my throat, and between my legs.

Jonah, I think, flopping back onto the white cushions of my love seat. Why can’t you get past this?

But that’s not a fair question. We don’t always get to choose our own limits. If he can’t live out our fantasies after knowing what I’ve been through, then . . . that’s it.

The end.

I never let myself think that before. Despite the silence between me and Jonah, I’ve believed so strongly that we would find our way back to each other—that what we shared together would be more powerful than what was done to us. My belief alone isn’t enough, though. Jonah has to believe that too, and maybe he doesn’t.

That night on campus in my mind—the hope and desperation that must have been radiating from me, the hunger in his gaze as he checked out my short skirt, then the haunted look as he pulled away, unwilling to go any further.

Is that the last time we’ll ever be together? Is our ending so stunted and sad?

We deserved better than that. Both of us.

Tears well in my eyes. I haven’t let myself break down about this even once because I was so determined to believe Jonah’s withdrawal was a detour instead of a dead end. Now, though, I let it out, curling into a ball for a good long cry.

As I sob into the crook of my arm, I tell myself, let it go. But it’s too much to let go of. The weight of the fantasy, the guilt, my anger toward Anthony, and most of all Jonah and everything we might have been—so much more than partners in a fantasy—it’s more than I can lay aside in a night.

I do my best, though. I cry until I’m out of tears, and I lift my head from the damp cushion only to crawl into bed. By then my head aches from sobbing and exhaustion drags me down within seconds, into a sleep too deep for dreams.

The next morning, I awaken with still-swollen eyes and a dull dread at the thought of muddling through this day.

Which is why it’s so shocking to check my phone and find a message from Jonah.

He’s sent back to me the first words I sent to him: Let’s talk.





 Three

As I drive downtown that evening, I’m so nervous I can hardly pay attention to my surroundings. Maybe I should’ve called a cab. I pull up a mellow playlist, hoping the soothing tones of Norah Jones will calm me down.

But who am I kidding? Calm is not on the menu for tonight. I’ve missed Jonah so much, body and soul. It feels like I’ve waited years for this moment, not merely a few weeks.

We can work through this, I remind myself. Jonah finally sees that too. If he hadn’t, would he have reached out to you like this? You two have another chance. Don’t blow it by freaking out.

Just as I think this, my phone rings, and I patch it through the car system. Maybe it’s Jonah; I feel a stab of fear that he’s going to call the date off, say he can’t handle it after all.

When I hear who it is, however, I smile. “Vivienne, darling!”

“Hiya, Kip.”

Kip Rucker is our fine arts department secretary. He’s seventy percent ruthless efficiency, twenty percent sass, and ten percent omniscience. Even his new, red-hot romance with a bartender named Ryan hasn’t shaken his ability to turn around, transfer, or otherwise control pretty much anything at the University of Texas at Austin. It’s as if he has both Hermione Granger’s Time-Turner and Sauron’s all-seeing eye.

Luckily, Kip likes me.

“You are going to worship the ground I walk upon,” he continues. “Assuming you don’t already, which you should.”

“Of course I do. So why am I going to worship you even more?” I continue as I steer toward downtown Austin.

“Tanisha, my friend in the registrar’s office—”

Virtually everyone at the university is Kip’s friend . . . or, at least, owes him a favor.

“—she’s putting together the schedules, and thanks to my advice, a certain someone only has two class days per week next semester, and not a single reason to be on campus before one P.M.,” he finishes with satisfaction. “The adulation may now commence.”

“That’s fantastic!” I laugh out loud. “Oh, God, is this the part where you say I have to give you my firstborn child?”

“What on earth would I do with that? All I ask in return is your undying gratitude, of course. And a favor should I ever require one.”

“You’ve got it.”

“Any plans this evening?”

“Nothing in particular.”

I wish I could bite back the words as soon as I’ve said them. Lying to Kip never works. “Ohhhh,” he says, maddeningly knowing. “The combination of dishonesty and hesitation intrigues. Either you’ve found someone to make Jonah Marks jealous, or the elusive Mr. Marks has come to his senses of his own volition.”

“We’re not having this conversation yet.”

“Aha! He has come to his senses.” I can just imagine Kip’s face—half-expectant, half-ravenous, like a cat about to pounce. “Tell me all.”

 “There’s not much to tell at this point, I swear. Don’t you have a hot boyfriend of your own to spend time with?”

“Come to think of it, I do. But don’t think this gets you out of explaining the entire thing the very next time I see you.”

“Good night, Kip.” I disconnect the call, and I realize I’m grateful for that brief interruption. Hearing from Kip was exactly what I needed to stop worrying. Now I can allow myself to look forward to this evening with Jonah. To talking with him again.

I can allow myself to hope.

•   •   •

We meet in the same hotel bar where we first got together to negotiate our arrangement. This is where we set our limits, where all the boundary lines are drawn.

Maybe we can demolish a few boundaries tonight.

Some hotel bars seem to be designed for conventions—long tables perfect for a dozen boisterous strangers wearing name tags, cutesy plastic drink menus in bright orange or green on every flat space. But this place? It’s meant for seduction. The lobby bar area is broken up into white-walled, nearly separate rooms lined with low couches the color of cream. Earth-toned pillows and carpet, plus the enormous blazing fire, give the space a sort of Arabian Nights feel.

Sunday night would be quieter here regardless of the week. Since this is the end of the Thanksgiving holiday, tonight I have the bar to myself—until Jonah walks in.

His dark V-neck sweater hugs the striking dimensions of his body—the wide shoulders, the long, slim waist. His wheat-colored trousers suggest his muscled thighs rather than revealing them, but suggestion can do a lot. His gray eyes sweep over me, reminiscent of the cool appraisal he’s given me so many times, always driving me wild.

 Tonight, though, his gaze is shadowed. Raw.

Although this conversation is definitely just that—talk only, no games, no sex—I dressed to remind Jonah just what he’s missing. Tight black jeans, a nude camisole to create the illusion of bare skin beneath my slightly sheer red top, sky-high heels: The kind of thing that would normally turn him on. But when I sense the sadness within him, I feel foolish for believing a sexy outfit could fix anything.

Our problem isn’t a lack of attraction. Merely being in the same room together sets us each on fire.

Our problem is that this fire could burn us both down.

Jonah leans close enough to me that I think he might kiss my cheek, but he doesn’t. He sits just next to me, our knees almost brushing. I am so near I can smell the scent of his skin. When I breathe that scent again, it hits me how badly I’ve missed that. Him. Us.

“I’m sorry,” he says. Jonah’s not big on hellos or good-byes. “The other night—coming onto you like that—it wasn’t fair.”

“It would have been, if you hadn’t stopped.” I want him to know that it’s all right to touch me. More than all right. Begging for it, he said to me, and right now, I’d fucking beg if I thought it would help. It wouldn’t.

“Don’t.” He can no longer look me in the face. Instead his gaze falls on the bottle of wine I ordered for us—pinot noir, the deep red of it brought out by the firelight just beyond. Two glasses wait.

“I went ahead and ordered,” I say, slightly flustered by his silence. “I hope that’s okay.” We both know he doesn’t give a damn what we drink.

Jonah continues, “I should’ve said hello like a normal person. Walked you to your car. But the sight of you in that skirt—out there all alone—”

His fantasies all begin with a woman alone and vulnerable. That’s how my fantasies begin too.

 When our eyes meet, I see the Jonah I know and want. The one he tries to hide from everyone else in the world but me. He whispers, “I couldn’t stop thinking about you all night.”

Heat flushes through me as I imagine Jonah back in his apartment, fist tight around his erection as he stands in the shower, jerking himself off to the memory of me that night. Maybe he envisioned one of the scenarios that tantalized me, like dragging me into my car, taking me on my own backseat. I think of his lips slightly parted as he breathes harder and faster—the water from the shower beading on his pale skin—the dark head of his cock sliding back and forth within his grip. When he did that, he was remembering me.

My power over him comes from my powerlessness in his arms. The paradox intoxicates us both.

I lean forward and pour us each a glass of wine. It’s not that I want to get him drunk, convince him to do something he doesn’t want to do. He’s respected my boundaries, and I want to respect his. But this is a difficult subject to discuss, even after months of living out our shared fantasies. The wine can only help.

We need a little lubrication, I think, a joke I can never share. My panties are already so wet just from the sight of him that I can feel the crotch of my jeans getting damp.

“Is that why you wanted us to meet?” I say. “Because you can’t stop thinking about me?”

Jonah breathes out, not quite a sigh. “Of course.”

Hope blazes brighter within me. “You’re ready to play our games again?”

His expression darkens. “That’s not what I said.”

Why? I want to plead. But we both know why.

In our last intimate conversation, Jonah finally told me the primal origin of his fantasies. He was born into so much privilege and wealth that he might as well have been a prince in a fairy tale: His mother, Lorena Marks, was an heiress, perhaps the richest and loveliest girl in Chicago’s upper crust, and his father, Alexander Marks, was a self-made man, the founder of Oceanic Airlines. Both Jonah and his little sister Rebecca were raised in Redgrave House, a mansion so baroque and beautiful that it’s a landmark known around the nation. They were dressed in velvet, tended by nurses, untouched by care.

But fairy tales always take a turn for the dark. Jonah’s father died, and his mother—perhaps weakened by grief—remarried. To the outside world, Jonah’s stepfather would have seemed to fit the role of king equally well. Carter Maddox Hale is a luxury hotel mogul who appears on the covers of magazines like Forbes. He brought with him two more children from his first marriage, a girl called Elise and a boy named Maddox. According to Jonah, the children all loved each other from their very first day together, and never called each other stepbrother or stepsister. The bond was as deep as blood.

Within Redgrave House, however, Carter Hale revealed his true self. The fairy tale shifted into reverse as the prince turned into a beast.

Carter raped his wife regularly, and brutally. That would be enough to make him a monster. But his needs were even more depraved. When Jonah was five years old . . . Carter began forcing him to watch.

Jonah might be made to stand against the wall; he might be commanded to climb in the bed and lie right next to them. Elise had to watch too, sometimes. He and Elise worked hard to make sure that Carter never turned on the younger two; I don’t even know if Rebecca and Maddox ever learned the truth. But Jonah feels that he kept them safe, that they’re not as twisted up inside as he will always be.

Because that was Jonah’s first impression of sex—violent, forcible, and merciless. Over and over, as a child, he would ask his mother what was wrong. Over and over, she refused to accept the truth of what was happening. Denial was easier for her. So she told Jonah that what was happening was normal between men and women.

He learned better, thank God. But the damage to his psyche was done. For him, the sights and sounds of force will always be arousing. He can’t change that any more than I can.

Rape was my first experience of sex too.

“Knowing that you’ve been hurt,” he says, “realizing what Anthony did to you—it changes things for me.”

I was so fucking happy when Jonah stood up to Anthony. He’d seen the truth hidden beneath our actions, the same truth my family refused to see even when I told them in plain words. Nobody had ever defended me; nobody had ever made Anthony back down.

If I’d known it would signal the end of my relationship with Jonah, I would’ve broken down and wept instead. I wouldn’t even have cared that Anthony was watching.

Jonah continues, “It used to turn me on so hard, thinking about you tied up, at my mercy. And now all I want to do is get between you and anyone or anything that could do you harm.”

Tears prick at my eyes. I’ve waited so long for someone to feel this way about me.

And yet I also waited just as long for someone to make love to me the way I really wanted—to accept me as I am, kinks and all. Will I always have to choose between the two?

“You know how much I need this,” I whisper.

But he shakes his head. “There can’t be anything that either of us wants in bed as much as we need each other.”

I can’t argue with that. I don’t want to. Jonah’s voice has become ragged; his hand grasps my forearm like he will never let go.

“You’re the only one who’s ever understood, Jonah. The only one who ever could understand completely.” The words tremble. I’m on the brink. “But you’ve pulled away.”

“I’m sorry. I should have tried harder, thought it through. At the time, I hated myself so much for hurting you that I couldn’t see anything else. Couldn’t feel anyone’s pain but my own.”

You weren’t hurting me, Jonah. You gave me what I wanted when no one else would. Why can’t you see that?

He continues, “There has to be another way for us to be together.”

“Like normal people?” It’s a joke. We both smile crookedly. Whatever Jonah and I are together, it ain’t normal. “Does that mean we won’t ever—play our games again?”

The euphemism fades his smile. “We can have a relationship without that.”

“Yeah, we can—we could—but I don’t want to. You didn’t just give me the fantasy I wanted; you gave me something I needed.” Then I tilt my head, inviting him to be less serious for a moment. “And it was absolutely the best sex of my life. Are you going to tell me it wasn’t that good for you too?”

“You know it was. No other woman would ever—completely give herself to—Jesus. You’re perfection.” Jonah cuts himself off. “But the game isn’t necessary for me to enjoy having sex with you. Remember Scotland?”

He swept me off to the Highlands for one amazing week earlier this fall. While he did whatever it is earthquake scientists do off the Scottish coast, I drew constantly—pages and pages a day of heather-covered hills and otters darting beneath dark water. I plan to turn those drawings into a series of etchings soon. We ate our dinners together in the tiny seashore inn where we stayed, and at night Jonah took me to bed, treated me like the most fragile treasure in the world, caressing me, going down on me longer and better than any other man ever has—

—and it wasn’t enough.

 Which isn’t his fault. I know good oral when I get it, and damn, does Jonah give it. Most other women would have been screaming his name within seconds. But my brain was wired for perversity long before Jonah ever came along.

“I enjoyed making love with you in Scotland,” I say honestly. Simply being that close to him, having him treat me so tenderly—that had its own kind of magic. “But by now you have to have guessed that it didn’t work for me on its own.”

“You mean you were faking it.” He sounds so stung. So cheated.

“No, I wasn’t! I’ve never had to do that with you, Jonah. Not even once.” I take his hand in mine. “I should’ve been honest with you from the beginning. But it was so hard to admit to you that I don’t—that I can’t ever get off without imagining being raped.”

Just said the R-word in public. But nobody’s sitting particularly close, and the low music muffles anything we would say so that nobody else can hear.

I continue, “It’s hard to admit that to myself, sometimes. I hate it. I’ve spent so many years in therapy trying to change it, but it never changes. So even when you weren’t playing the game, I still was.”

Jonah leans back on the sofa. He looks disappointed—no, worse. Wounded. Like he’s not hurting because of me; he’s hurting for me.

“Never,” he says. “You’ve never gotten off any other way.”

“Before Anthony—” But I stop. For me, sexually, there is almost no such time as before Anthony. I was fourteen. An age when girls might begin to wonder, or explore. Me, I went straight from daydreams to nightmares. “I touched myself like any other kid would, or I did, beforehand.”

“Afterward?”

“I didn’t get myself off again for four years.”

Jonah’s broad hand closes over mine, as if he could reach into that awful time and pull me out. “It wasn’t like that for me,” he says, quietly. “So I didn’t realize what it was like for you.”

 Of course it wasn’t like that for him. Guys are lucky, with their dicks. No matter how fucked-up they are, the mechanism usually works. It’s like they have an expressway to orgasm, while even the happiest women sometimes have to wind their way through a maze. “That’s how it is for me,” I say. “I want to work on it, but—that’s my truth, that’s where I am. If you can’t be with me until I’m over it . . . Jonah, that’s going to be a long time.”

He doesn’t answer right away; he’s deep in thought, weighing what I’ve said. I want him to take this seriously, but I also want an answer. More than anything, I want him to drag me back to his apartment and ravage me until the pleasure in my body drowns the pain in my head.

I take a sip of wine. Killing time. The suspense stretches me thin.

Finally, Jonah says, “You know why this is hard for me. It’s not like I drew some arbitrary line.”

“I know.” What must it have been like for him, watching his mother broken down night after night, year after year? “But I don’t understand why what Anthony did to me has to define what we do together.”

“When you put it that way, it sounds cruel. I don’t mean for it to be.” The silence between us lasts even longer this time. Jonah’s gaze turns inward, toward other people and other times. “What my stepfather did to my mother wasn’t only meant to hurt her. Elise and I weren’t merely props for his sick games; it took me a long time to realize he enjoyed victimizing us just as much. I think he wanted Elise to feel helpless. To expect nothing but pain from any man. He’s the kind of man who would want his daughter to believe that. And Carter wanted me to be that kind of man too.”

“You aren’t. You have to know that, Jonah. You’ve always taken such good care of me.”

His gray eyes search mine. “I want to believe you,” he says. “Sometimes I do. Other times I wonder whether all the evil I saw in Carter is in me too, but—silent. Ticking like a time bomb. Waiting to detonate.”

I understand what Jonah means. No, I don’t believe he’s grown up to be anything like that bastard Carter Hale. But I know what it’s like to feel like a parent’s script is forever waiting for you to speak the lines. My father’s denial, my mother’s sharp, shallow judgments: I hear echoes of those in my own thoughts from time to time. The fact that I don’t believe the words will never fully stop me from hearing them.

Jonah continues, “Knowing what you’ve been through—that you’ve been hurt—that brings us too close to what I lived through before. I can’t forget what’s been done to you, and I can’t pretend it doesn’t affect me.”

“It’s like—like you stopped seeing me as me. Now you can only see me as a victim.”

“That’s not true.”

“Okay, then you can only treat me as a victim. And you were the one who helped me feel less like a victim than I ever had since the day Anthony raped me. With you, it was like I owned this. I’d felt so sick and ashamed, but with you—when we acted out our scenes together—I could let the shame go. You set me free.”

“Vivienne,” he says, leaning closer. Jonah folds my hand against his chest. He wants to kiss me, but he doesn’t. Neither of us moves. We are bound together and yet parted. Two halves that can’t be glued into a whole. Maybe that’s how it is when you find someone whose wounds are the same as your own.

But I’m not willing to give up on Jonah. Not the sex, not the emotions between us, not any of it. If I’m going to fight for this man, I’m going to fight for everything.

“Jonah, you and I—we’re walking through the same dark place, together,” I whisper. “Don’t leave me there alone.”

“I don’t want to leave you. I don’t even think I could, unless it’s the only way to keep you safe. Make you whole.”

 I want to cry. I want to scream. Jonah holds so much power over me—but this is the one power nobody else can ever have.

“You don’t get to make me whole,” I say. “You have to take me as I am, or we’re lost.”

Jonah wants to protest, but even as he opens his mouth, I sling my handbag over one shoulder and stand. The firelight plays across his face, tricks of light and shadow obscuring what he feels in this moment.

But I know myself, and that’s enough.

So I say, “Listen to me. Tomorrow night, I’ll be at home. At ten P.M., I’m going to unlock my front door. At eleven, I’ll lock it again. If you’re still on the other side of the door—then I’m locking you out. For good.”

“What?” He looks stunned. No, hurt.

“I know it’s not fair,” I confess. “I don’t like giving you an ultimatum. But what I’ve had with you is the one honest sexual relationship of my entire life, and if giving up that honesty is the price of getting you back, it’s too high. I won’t live a lie again.”

“You’re giving me one day?”

My voice trembles as I say, “How much time would be enough? A month? A year? This isn’t about waiting until we’re both comfortable and ‘healthy’ or whatever the hell else our goals should be. It’s about accepting that we’re both twisted as fuck and the only way we’ll ever work this out is together. If you can’t deal with that now, then you’re probably not going to be able to deal with it ever. And if that’s the case, then the best thing for both of us is to move on as soon as we can.”

Jonah finally gets it, I can tell. Slowly he nods. But his expression has become completely unreadable—those steely eyes closed to me again—and I have no idea which way he’ll jump.

“Tomorrow night,” I repeat. “Ten to eleven P.M. I’ll be waiting.”

 Instead of waiting for a reply, I turn and walk out, refusing to glance back even once.

As I fumble for my car keys in my purse, blinking back tears, I ask myself if I’m really ready to draw that line in the sand. A traitorous voice inside me whispers, It’s not too late to return to the bar and take everything back.

But I am ready. I have to be. Because the barrier between me and Jonah isn’t one that will slowly disappear with time.

Jonah has to tear it down.





 Four

The next morning, I keep myself busy at the university. Exams are upon us, which means I have to lead two exam-review sessions, read a few late papers, and sort through e-mails about a statistically improbable number of dead grandmothers. Normally I’d get through this by reminding myself that I’ve got the afternoon off—

—but free hours today are hours of almost unbearable suspense. Every second is one more tick on the clock counting down to the moment Jonah comes for me, or I learn I’ve lost him forever. My mind refuses to focus. The disconnect between my inner tension and the outside world makes everything slightly surreal.

Luckily, I can invite myself to a place where focus is impossible anyway—to a house with a newborn baby.

“Thank God,” Shay breathes as I enter the town house with a couple bags of groceries. She’s propped up in this puffy red recliner she and Arturo bought at Goodwill. In her arms, Nicolas nurses hungrily, his tiny pink hands opening and closing against her breast. “Tell me you brought chocolate.”

“Not just any chocolate.” I swung by World Market on the way over; they carry various snacks from all over the world, including Shay’s native Australia. As I triumphantly pull out a red-and-brown packet, Shay lights up.

“Tim Tams! Thank you. I swear, I’m going to eat the lot in one go.” She sighs in anticipatory delight. “Nursing a baby—it’s like you can’t get enough calories in you, no matter how hard you try.”

“Sounds like fun. The calorie part, I mean.”

She laughs. “Not the rest, huh? Oh, God, I must look like hell.”

Shay’s hair, usually tinted some outlandish shade of maroon or purple, now shows an inch of plain brown roots. Her thick-framed glasses are slightly askew on her face, and she’s wearing the same pajamas I saw her in two days ago. Having a new baby might be one of the greatest joys human beings can experience, but from what I can see, it’s also completely fucking exhausting.

I peel open the Tim Tams and set the packet next to her. Shay stuffs one in her mouth with her free hand, then gives me a big-cheeked smile.

“Hey, baby,” I whisper as I brush one fingertip along Nicolas’s arm. He keeps feeding hungrily, his heavy-lidded eyes shut against this unfamiliar world. “I’m here to help your mom and dad out today. So where do I start?”

“Ask Arturo.” Shay sighs as she reaches for another Tim Tam. “I have no idea what’s happening in the rest of the house. I don’t think I’ve left this recliner since four A.M. except to pee.”

My real family lives one state over, in the physical sense. In the emotional sense, they might as well be on the moon. That distance might be harder to bear if I hadn’t found an adopted family to love and be loved by. Carmen Ortiz began as my randomly assigned freshman year roommate. Within a couple months, she’d become my best friend. When her younger brother Arturo joined us at UT Austin, we both took him under our wing, and for the past few years, I’ve been the unofficial third sibling. They even brought me back to their home in San Antonio to spend a couple of Thanksgivings with them and their parents. The way they love each other—openly, unabashedly—it shows me what a healthy family looks like. My parents and Chloe don’t have a clue.

Not to say that Arturo and Carmen don’t argue. They do, and it can be fierce. Carmen’s attitude about his early marriage to Shay and the pregnancy—let’s say it took her a while to adjust. But Ortizes even fight fair. Even at their angriest, they’re always talking to each other from a place of love.

Where do you learn how to do that? And how? The habits of a functional family seem alien to me—literally, like something from an entirely different planet. Different from the one I grew up on, anyway.

I find both brother and sister on the second story of the town house, in the nursery, disassembling Nicolas’s crib. “Uh, guys?” I say. “Doesn’t the baby need that?”

Arturo never looks up from his place on the floor, where he’s hurriedly unscrewing board from board. “Product recall. Who makes a baby crib that kills babies? This is what we get for shopping at the Salvation Army”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Carmen says. She’s in her San Antonio Stars jersey, carefully detaching the stars-and-moon mobile from what remains of the crib. “The charity should’ve checked to see if there were past recalls on any of these products before they sold them again. Or the parents who donated it in the first place! I bet they threw it out at the original recall and donated it for the tax benefits, and they didn’t even care if some other kid got hurt. They’re scum.”

Maybe the donors had no idea that their baby crib was a white wooden death trap, but the mood in the room keeps me from defending these unknown people. Carmen and Arturo are united in their shared loathing, and they both get a whole lot more productive when they’re angry. It’s like they each know how to take their temper out on the forces of entropy, instead of other human beings. “You want me to help out?”

“Two people is enough to work on this,” Arturo says. “But someone needs to make a Costco run. The diapers this kid goes through!”

I don’t want to go to Costco by myself. Not only will I have to fight my way through the hordes of people who somehow need to buy televisions and economy-size bottles of hot sauce at the same time—but I’ll also be alone with my thoughts. That’s the last thing I need today. “I’d rather stay here,” I say, like it’s no big deal. “Why don’t I take crib duty while one of you guys heads out to Costco?”

Arturo gets this hopeful look on his face. “I haven’t seen the sun in forty-eight hours.”

I can’t help laughing. “So go. See the sun. And give me the screwdriver.”

This is how Carmen and I wind up sitting together on the nursery floor, surrounded by soft yellow walls and approximately one zillion crib pieces. “I had no idea these were so complicated,” I say.

“My thesis is on point set topology with an emphasis on separation axioms.” Carmen scowls at the junk around her. “This is harder.”

If I ask what any of that actually means, I’m going to get a lesson in mathematics I really don’t want. So I stick to the main subject at hand. “Do they have another crib ready?”

“Yeah—got one off Craigslist cheap. The seller’s being super cool, dropping it off later on today. Mostly assembled, thank God.”

I’m relieved to hear it. Arturo and Shay are still undergraduates. While they’re both way more responsible with money than most people their age—more than I was, for sure—they don’t have much. Every piece of furniture in this town house is thrifted or freecycled. It doesn’t look it, thanks to Shay’s mastery of “hipster chic,” and the sheer love and care they’ve poured into their first home. But even small financial setbacks could hit them hard.

 For an instant I remember Chloe e-mailing me photos of Libby’s nursery. They’d found out the gender first thing—which Chloe said was good, because it let Anthony “get over the disappointment” of having a daughter instead of a son. She’d had her decorator paint the walls seashell pink and hang soft lace curtains over every window. At the time, I could only think of the impending arrival as more Anthony in the world, so I wanted to hate the nursery. To find it tacky. Instead I thought it was the sweetest place I’d ever seen. And when I saw the tiny crib for the first time, I could imagine the baby lying inside. That was the moment Libby became more than simply the proof my fate was shackled to Anthony Whedon’s forever. That’s when I realized this baby would be my niece—a part of my family, a part of me.

I waited along with my parents on the day Libby was born. I held her in my arms, took pictures like any proud aunt, even tolerated Anthony trying to stick a cigar in my mouth. If only I could say I had tons more memories like that, countless cherished moments I spent feeding her, taking her out in her stroller, or singing silly little songs.

But spending lots of time with Libby would mean spending time with her father. I’m a strong person in many ways, but relaxing in my rapist’s presence—that’s beyond me. So all the good times I’ve had with Libby have come in short bursts around the holidays and the occasional Skype call. She adores me as much as I adore her. God knows why. I’m grateful the little time we spend together is enough to kindle love in the heart of a child.

Libby won’t be a kid forever. Soon she’ll have dance recitals, school plays, graduations, and she’ll expect me to be there, in the same row with her parents. Either I’ll have to get used to sitting shoulder to shoulder with Anthony, or I’ll have to let a little girl down.

And of course she can never know what her father did to me. No child should ever have to know that about her dad, even if it’s the truth.

“Hey,” Carmen says, bringing me back to the here and now. “If you’re not going to use the screwdriver, hand it over.”

“I’m working.” And I get back to it, focusing my entire attention on taking the crib apart.

That way I can stop myself from wondering whether I’m hours away from making love with Jonah again—or finding out I’ve lost him for good.

•   •   •

I don’t know if Jonah will come to me tonight. I don’t know what he’ll do if he does; the nature of my ultimatum means he’ll have total control over the scenario, if we do return to our games.

However, I know some things he absolutely won’t do.

When Jonah and I first agreed to do this, before we knew anything about each other but our names and our desires, we laid down extremely clear boundaries:



    
      	He can never threaten me with a weapon.


      	He can slap me around, even hurt me, but not to the point of serious pain or injury.


      	He will not take photographs or video of his “attacks.”


      	He will not come on me.

    

That last one seems so mundane, I know—but Anthony did that when he raped me, and the horror of that moment has stayed with me always. Initially I had other boundaries for Jonah as well, but as our games continued and he earned my trust, I let those boundaries fall. He can tie me up now if he wants. He can even fuck me in the ass.

(Jonah’s the only man who’s ever done that to me, and we only got around to it once. I wonder if he’ll take my ass again tonight.)

 I have to obey certain boundaries too:



    
      	I can fight back, but can’t leave marks or injuries he’d have to explain later.


      	If anyone ever sees part of what’s going on and misunderstands, I have to put aside my embarrassment and defend Jonah if necessary.


      	And I may not call him daddy—a rule I thought was funny when he first laid it down. Now that I know the truth about Carter Hale, Jonah’s need for that rule sickens me, makes me bleed for him inside.

    

Of course we have a safe word. Silver. I’ve had to use it with him twice so far. Tonight won’t be the third time, I feel sure. Tonight I think I could take anything, if only Jonah will come to me.

I know he might not. Yet I’m already aching for it, the heat between my legs as tight as a clenched fist. As I park my car in front of my little house, I think, Please, Jonah, don’t make me wait much longer.

Even though I know Jonah would never show up early for one of our games, my heart leaps into my throat the minute I walk inside my house. Every rustle of the wind through the trees outside makes me imagine him walking closer. Every creak of the wooden floorboards brings back the memory of him walking toward me in the night, dressed in black, ready to take me down.

Two and a half hours until I unlock my door.

I make myself a simple omelet for dinner, eat it at my tiny table. It occurs to me I’ve never cooked for Jonah. Not that I’m some sort of master chef—anything but. Still, we’ve skipped over so many of the usual, gentler milestones of intimacy. I’d like to make up for that, if I get the chance.

Just not tonight.

 I wash the dishes. I take a shower, slathering myself with vanilla-scented body scrub so every inch of my skin will feel like silk. Every place my fingers touch, I imagine being touched by Jonah. He’s gripped me there, bruised me, kissed me.

Afterward I blow-dry my honey-brown hair, trouble I’d never take to just sit at the house alone. I’d usually change into a shapeless T-shirt and leggings after an evening shower; tonight, I slip into a silky white robe. Nothing else. It will be easy for Jonah to peel the robe off. Maybe he’ll use the sash to tie me up.

Assuming he comes here at all, I remind myself. I’m trying to brace myself in case he doesn’t come. Though losing Jonah would crush me no matter what, I want to at least be . . . prepared.

So I try to read, but while my eyes scan over the words, my brain refuses to make sense of them. I go over the same paragraph time and again, attempting to concentrate on the here and now. It never works. Netflix offers me a TV show I’ve been meaning to catch up on, but it’s just colors and light projected from a screen. Meaningless. All I can think about is my ever-quickening pulse, and the progression of the hands around the clock.

9:59. One whole minute early, I walk to my tiny kitchenette, take a deep breath, and unlock the door. Then I cut off all the lights in the house except for one small lamp in my bedroom—the one farthest from the bed. Now I can only lie down and wait.

Will he come in? Is he out there already?

It hits me then: Of course he is. Even if Jonah has no intention of having sex with me tonight, he’s still outside. Because I told him I’d leave the door unlocked for one hour. That means I’m a little bit less safe.

And Jonah—who has tied me, fought me, held me down, bruised me, had me at his mercy—would always want to protect me.

Our relationship is pure paradox.

Or it was. I’ll find out within the hour.

 But down deep, I had hoped he would come through the door almost as soon as I’d slid back the bolt. He hasn’t. Jonah must be parked across the street even now, sitting behind the wheel of his car, listening to the radio and not coming in. On some level he wants to; I know that. Wanting isn’t enough.

In the darkness outside, Jonah is fighting a battle inside his own head.

Fifteen minutes go by. Twenty. Arousal begins to fade into sorrow.

I roll onto my belly in the bed, the pillow cool against my flushed face. Now I feel foolish, even manipulative. What do you mean, giving someone an order to fuck you or else? Jonah doesn’t want to hurt you—he’s uncomfortable with our rape fantasy. Shouldn’t he be? Aren’t you?

Then my ears prick up. My breath catches. You imagined that sound. Just like you’ve been doing all night. You only think that’s the sound of the door hinges—

And I hear Jonah’s footstep on the floor.





 Five

I sit up, hands still braced against the sheets, just before Jonah walks in.

He’s dressed like he usually is—jeans, belt, long-sleeved red tee. No black gear, no mask. Jonah spreads his arms to brace them on either side of my bedroom doorway. The dim light outlines his muscled arms, and hides the expression on his face.

“You think you can play this any way you want,” he says, voice low and rough.

Is this the game or isn’t it? It is. I know it is. He wouldn’t be in my house right now if it weren’t. But Jonah is only barely playing a role tonight. I sense that his fury is directed at this fantasy, and our mutual need for it; he’s going to burn it off the only way either of us ever could—in bed. The anger he’s brought here is real.

So are our rules. I know that. If I say silver, it’s over. I’m safe, I’m safe, with Jonah I’m always safe.

One deep breath, and I’m ready. Let the game begin.

First I feign ignorance. “I don’t know what you—”

“Shut your mouth,” he says. “Unless I tell you to open it for me.”

Sometimes I fight him. Sometimes I submit immediately. Tonight I submit. I scramble backward on the bed until my back hits the headboard, but I say nothing.

Jonah reaches down to his belt and unbuckles it as he walks forward. I shiver at the sound of metal and leather.

“You thought you could push me.” His voice has lowered almost to a growl. “You thought I was yours to boss around. But that’s not how this works, little girl. You belong to me.”

He snaps the belt between his hands, and I jump. Adrenaline hits me like a drug injected into my heart—every nerve is on fire for his touch, every instinct telling me to flee or fight. My limbs tremble; my breaths quicken.

Jonah notices. “Panting for it already, you little whore? Maybe I ought to make you beg.”

With his belt in one hand, he reaches for my foot with the other. Deep instinct makes me jerk back. That only ignites his anger. Jonah lunges across the bed, grabs my ankle so tightly it takes me to the edge of pain, and drags me down the mattress. My white robe rides up, baring me to the waist.

“I knew you wanted it,” Jonah says, looking at my exposed body. “Look at you, just waiting for somebody to come along and fuck you. Because that’s what you wanted, isn’t it? To get used rough.”

He lets go of my ankle only to yank open the top of my robe, exposing my breasts. His fingers knead them aggressively hard, enough that I whine in discomfort. And yet he must be able to feel my nipple hardening against his palm.

“Little slut,” he whispers. “I’m going to use you now. And you’re gonna take it.”

Oh, God, I don’t want to love this. But I do. I do.

Jonah thrusts two long fingers into my cunt—no warning, no preparation. Doesn’t matter. I’m already so wet for him. He laughs, a low, wicked sound. “Oh, yeah. You’d beg me for it, wouldn’t you? Beg me, whore. Beg me to fuck you so hard you won’t be able to walk tomorrow.”

I want to. But that would shatter the illusion. Instead I turn my head, push myself back far enough that his fingers slip out of me. As I try to crawl across the bed, away from him, Jonah’s hand fists in my hair, brutally tight. I cry out; he doesn’t let go.

“When I tell you to stay,” he whispers, “you’ll stay.”

He slips the leather belt around my neck. I freeze on my hands and knees, and my fear isn’t feigned. This isn’t a weapon, but it’s closer. We’re on the very border of our limits. Jonah’s testing me.

But this is what I need. He pushes me to the brink, and slightly past it, the way no one else ever has.

I hear the purr of his zipper, the rustle of cotton. His free hand is busy taking his cock out. If I could turn my head to see it, I would—Jonah’s body is so fucking beautiful. But the strap of leather around my neck keeps me frozen still. If he pulled it any tighter, twisted his wrist a couple of times, I wouldn’t be able to breathe. Jonah has total control, which is just how we both like it.

He whispers, “Spread your legs, bitch.”

“Please—”

“That’s right. Beg me to fuck you.” The belt tightens around my neck. “Beg or you’ll find out what happens to girls who don’t want it.”

My voice sounds like he’s choked me already. “Please fuck me.”

“How do you want me to fuck you? Tell me. You know what I want to hear.”

“. . . Fuck me hard.”

“Oh, yeah. Then open your legs for me, slut.”

By now I’m reeling. The whirlwind of hormones and emotions makes my arousal indistinguishable from panic. If Jonah were a stranger, an intruder who had found his way in here, I would have to surrender. Slowly, I begin to part my thighs.

 Not fast enough for Jonah. With a snarl, he uses his free hand to yank one of my legs over sharply. Now my cunt is laid bare before his gaze. Jonah reaches for me, but this time he buries a finger in my ass. I cry out in alarm that isn’t entirely feigned. Feeling his finger in me awakens primal fear. Even though the one time Jonah did this I came so many times I nearly passed out, I want to pull back. This is all happening so fast, like tumbling over a waterfall—

But I gave him permission. I released him from that limitation. If Jonah wants to fuck my ass all night long, he’s still within the rules of the game.

The only way to stop him is to say silver, and I won’t. I can’t. I want this too much—no matter what this is.

When the leather strap suddenly loosens, I suck in a deep breath. But Jonah’s not showing me mercy. He’s only changing his attack. One arm hooks through both of mine, pinning them behind my back. Then I feel his hand gripping my ass, and the firm hot pressure of his cock against my thigh.

“You feel that? Huh?” Jonah can sound like a demon when he laughs. “That’s what you’re going to take for me.”

With that he shoves himself inside my cunt, in one savage thrust.

God. Jonah is so big—long and thick, so much that when I first saw him I didn’t know if I could take him all. It feels like he’s splitting me in two. I cry out in mingled pain and pleasure as he rocks into me, and my whole body bends and turns in the desperate effort to accept every inch of his cock.

My reward is Jonah’s other hand gripping the back of my head, forcing it down onto the mattress. “You don’t make a sound unless you’re begging me for more. Are you ready to beg?”

“No—”

“Beg me.”

Jonah slams into me, and I want to cry out again. But I stifle it somehow. By now, tears have sprung to my eyes. But God help me, I love it. “Please. Please.”

“There you go. I knew you’d admit you were a slut as soon as I got my cock in you. You’d take any cock, wouldn’t you? Now you’re taking mine.”

His thrusts are slow at first. Deliberate. Punishing. But the tempo increases as he starts to get into it. Jonah never loses his grip on me; my shoulders ache from being pulled back so far. The side of my face is pressed onto the mattress, and I can feel my tears pooling between my skin and the sheets. And he keeps going, rutting on me harder and harder.

The only sounds in the room are his guttural grunts of pleasure and the slap of our bodies against each other. Hearing this turns me on even more. By now, the shame and fear I should feel at being taken like this have been eclipsed by the arousal peaking within me. Every single goddamned stroke of Jonah’s body sets me on fire a little bit more. The heat could consume me whole.

Jonah quickens his thrusts. I want to scream into the mattress, because he’s getting me just where it feels best. Most women don’t get off just from being fucked, but I can, as long as I’m imagining this fantasy—or living it, like I am now. He brings me here like nobody else ever has.

“This is what you need,” he pants. His voice is tense; he’s as close as I am. “You need to be treated like the worthless little bitch you are.”

Jonah’s moving even faster now, even harder, and I’m nothing but heat and pulse. Everything else is far away. Pleasure tightens me, blazes inside, and then I come so hard that the world is nothing but white light, white noise. My cry is muffled by the mattress, but I wail it out anyway, unable to hold back.

He laughs again as he presses my head down more forcefully into the mattress, and pulls my arms up more to remind me how powerless I am. But he’s almost there, and just as I begin to be able to breathe and see again, Jonah slams into me once—a pause—then again. His entire body shudders as he spends himself inside me. His grip on me tightens. He never makes a sound.

When Jonah unhitches his arm from my elbows, I let my arms sink down to the bed in relief. Usually this is when the game would end, but he stands up and rolls me over. Dazed, I lie there in my rumpled robe, breasts exposed, as Jonah stands at the edge of my bed. His enormous cock is still half hard, and in the dim light I can see that he’s slick from being inside me. Jonah pulls my legs open. He whispers, “Look at you. All red and open and wet for me. My come is inside you, all over you. That’s how you ought to be kept. Legs spread and ready for me. Because you’re a whore. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes,” I pant.

“Say it.”

“I’m a whore.”

“My whore.”

“Yours.”

For some reason, that’s what finally snaps him out of the spell. Jonah’s grip on my knees gentles, and then he lets my legs fall to the side. When he whispers to me, his voice is again his own. “Are you all right?”

I nod. “Are you?”

Jonah doesn’t answer immediately. Instead he reaches down and strokes the side of my face with two fingers, infinitely tender, before he unties the sash around my waist. I sit up, and the white robe falls away. Even as he’s tucking himself back in, so that he’s again fully dressed, I’m sitting in front of him naked. Yet as soon as he’s zipped up, Jonah sits on the edge of the bed and wraps his arms around me. I hug him back, pulling him down onto the bed; he responds by rolling us over until I’m on top—giving me back the power I let him take away.

 “Was it okay?” I whisper.

“More than that. Perfect. You’re always perfect, Vivienne. You know everything I want, everything I need. And you always give it to me.”

His words melt my heart, though that’s not the answer to the question I was asking. “I meant, was it okay that I asked you to do this? Are you okay with being—with our games?”

I want to hear him say Yes, of course, my God, I can’t believe I nearly let you go, we’ll do this forever. Instead Jonah wears the most rueful smile. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.”

That’s still not an answer. At least it’s not a no. “I never wanted to make you feel like this was the only thing about you that mattered to me.”

“You didn’t. You made yourself clear. This fantasy we share—we both hate it, but we both need it. We’ll figure out how to make it work.” His gray eyes search mine, somehow loving and lonely in the same moment. “You and I, what we have together, it’s more than this. And yet this is a part of us. It always will be.”

There was a time, before a whole lot of therapy, when I would’ve argued that he was wrong. Once I longed to believe that I could heal every single wound Anthony inflicted, that I could rip all the dark pages from my life and be just like any other woman. Untouched. Whole. But I’ve learned that’s impossible. You wear your scars for a lifetime.

At least now Jonah is here in the darkness with me.

His hand trails up and down my back. It always amazes me how tender he can be. “I shouldn’t have pushed you away,” he says, and that makes me feel more hopeful. It’s all right, really. We just have to settle back into it. Balancing our games with the rest of our relationship isn’t easy.

“You just wanted to protect me,” I whisper. “But this is the safest I’ve ever felt with anyone.”

 He folds me against his chest and kisses my hair. “I will always protect you,” he swears. “Always.”

Even when Jonah left me, he was trying to protect me from himself.

•   •   •

Next morning dawns brighter. Jonah wakes faster than I do—one of those people who passes from sleep to awareness as quickly as flipping a switch. Me, I’m the mumble-and-walk-into-furniture type in the mornings. At least he seems to find it cute.

Neither of us has to be on campus particularly early, so we can take our time with breakfast. He knows how to work my French press, so once I’m able to fully open my eyes, the delicious scent of coffee fills the air. I pad into the kitchen, robe slightly akimbo, to find Jonah scrambling eggs. English muffins slowly brown in the toaster oven.

“You’re the best,” I say as I pull two mugs from the cabinet. Jonah smiles at me, but I sense that he’s still slightly uneasy. I can understand that; honestly, I am too. As much as I loved last night—and I totally loved it—the memories are fresh and raw: Jonah calling me a whore, forcing me to beg. Just because I get off on the humiliation doesn’t make it easier to look at in the light of day. Is that me? Could I have said those things, wanted it all?

The answer to those questions is yes. It’s just hard to integrate that knowledge into the person I am the rest of the time, and the relationship Jonah and I are trying to rebuild.

Step by step, I remind myself. Jonah’s learning how to handle this just like I am. We’ll get it right yet.

I’m an NPR listener on weekday mornings, but Jonah asks for music, and I oblige. I figure I’ll hear alt-rock or maybe jazz; to my surprise, his first-choice Internet radio station is classical music—opera, to be exact.

 “Didn’t figure you for an opera fan,” I say.

“Not a fan, exactly. But I like it. My mother used to take us even when we were kids. Most children would probably have thought of it as an ordeal, but I didn’t.” Jonah sits across from me, coffee mug almost entirely hidden within his broad hands.

“Why? You enjoyed the music?” It’s beautiful, really. But I can’t quite imagine this being a small child’s favorite, especially after hearing Libby sing “Let It Go” about forty million times.

“Eventually I came to enjoy it a great deal.” He falls silent. I think that’s all the explanation I’ll get, until he adds, more quietly. “Carter never went to the opera house. So I felt safe there. When my brother or sisters came, I knew they were safe too. Getting dressed up and sitting still for a few hours bought us one night of freedom. After a while, opera seemed like the most beautiful thing in the world.”

Never before has Jonah volunteered something so intimate, so difficult, as part of an everyday conversation. This is a huge step for him; I want to acknowledge that, but making too big a deal of it would backfire.

So I simply reach across the table, holding my hand out to him. He takes it. When our eyes meet, I ask, “Which opera is this music from?”

“Fidelio.”

I squeeze his hand, and that’s all it takes. He knows I’ve heard him, that I understand how much each glimpse into his past matters.

“I’m expecting some important data in from the University of Tokyo today, so I’ll probably be putting in extra hours for a few days,” Jonah says. “But—next week—would you like to get together? Stay over at my place?”

“Of course.” I can’t help smiling. This isn’t only an invitation to play; it’s also another step toward turning our strange relationship into a normal part of our lives. “I can’t wait.”

Jonah breathes out, and the tension within him finally fades, replaced by desire. He wants me as much as I want him. Maybe everything’s going to be okay after all.

After breakfast, I kiss him good-bye at the door, and he drives away—just like pretty much any other couple on an unhurried weekday morning. Maybe it’s silly to take so much pleasure in feeling ordinary, but I do. That’s one of the joys of being with Jonah; I don’t have to feel like a freak with a secret all the time.

Just most of the time.

I take a shower, put on jeans and a fleece jacket, and decide to take a stroll along South Congress. There’s plenty of time before I need to drive onto campus, and a second cup of coffee seems like a great idea. Of course I could make it at home, but then how would I get whipped cream or cinnamon sprinkles?

Come to think of it, I should probably hit a spin class again pretty soon . . .

Or so I’m musing as I turn the corner onto Congress, when I pass one of the forlorn plastic newspaper boxes—the ones everyone mostly ignores, including me. But then one word in black grabs me and holds me fast.

RAPE.

The headline reads in full: BRUTAL RAPE ON NORTH SIDE. With a shaking hand, I take one of the issues; the newsprint smudges against my fingers as I straighten the pages to read. Last night some guy broke into an apartment shared by two college students. One of them was out, and came home late to find her badly beaten roommate—who is in stable condition, the kind of thing you hate to have to feel grateful for. This unnamed girl will live. Maybe she won’t even bear any physical scars. But she will live forever with the knowledge that she was raped.

All anyone knows about her attacker was that he was a Caucasian male in a dark ski mask. So far as this girl knows, she never laid eyes on him before he decided to attack her and change her life forever.

Sometimes I wonder whether it’s worse or better, stranger rape. If I’d never had to see my rapist again, rather than welcome him into my family, that would have been easier—but at least I never feared for my life. As scared as I was that night, as completely as Anthony overpowered me, it never crossed my mind that he would kill me. Nor his, I feel sure. That’s not his brand of evil.

Fearing for your life has to be so much worse.

My throat tightens with a sob I can’t set free. I wish I could go to the hospital and offer to talk with this poor girl. Just so she could be with someone else who understood a little. Yet I’m not a part of any support groups; I don’t volunteer to work with other survivors. To do that, I would have to publicly identify myself as someone who has been raped, and I have never done this.

Besides, do I have any right to proclaim myself healed or recovered? Hardly.

And it would take more gall than I possess to stand in front of a fellow victim now, when I spent last night playing at being raped, for fun.





 Six

The shadows of that crime stretch over the next few days. UT Austin may be one of the largest universities in the nation, but news travels fast over any campus. Proximity to the victim holds a morbid sort of cachet—as if it both guaranteed genuine information and yet provided protection. Because lightning never strikes twice in the same place—or so people prefer to think.

Whispers in the library tell me what sorority the girl belongs to. A half-overheard question before our weekly departmental meeting informs me that she was in Art History: From the Neolithic to the Renaissance, but has now dropped out of this and all her other classes for the semester. During a grocery run, Carmen lets slip that the girl lived in the same apartment complex Shay did last year. The mere thought of this happening to sweet, bubbly Shay nauseates me.

Not that anyone else is a better victim. It’s just . . . too fucking close.

I even contemplate calling Jonah to say, Let’s not play this week. Not so soon. But I don’t. Our reunion is too new, too fragile, for me to pull back right now.

And even though I hate myself for it, I don’t want to pull back. The real-world crime isn’t enough to drive out the psychological need.

It makes me feel dirty. And helpless. So on Thursday morning, when I have no tasks ahead except a few hours of studio time, I treat myself to a lazy start. I take my time with my coffee. Luxuriate on the sofa with a book for an hour, then take a long, luxurious shower—complete with the vanilla-scented oil. By the time I’ve changed into leggings and a soft violet hoodie, I feel ready to take on the entire world.

Except my mother.

Calling home is rarely pleasant. The list of topics my mother and I can easily discuss comprises only two items: Dad’s health and Libby. Only one of those topics is actually enjoyable, and even though my mom and dad are very involved grandparents, Libby doesn’t visit every single day. Still, since Dad’s heart attack, I’ve made a point of calling at least once a week. However strained my relationships with my family might be, I love them and always will; above all, I want to remain a constant part of Libby’s life. That means maintaining some kind of truce.

Of course, it also means sacrificing my newly restored tranquility on the altar of preserving twisted family ties. But I’ve learned it’s better to let my mother dull a good mood than let her make a bad one worse.

So I sit on my sofa, brace myself, and hit the phone logo beside her contact. To my surprise, she picks up on the first ring. “Vivienne?”

“Ah, yeah, hi.”

She sounds so surprised that it’s me. My mom might not keep up with current technology, but I thought she’d at least gotten used to seeing the name of the caller on her mobile phone screen.

“Have you talked to Chloe?” Mom’s voice is sharp.

Fear plunges into my gut. “No. Oh, my God—did something happen to Libby?”

 “Of course not. Libby’s fine.” She says it as if there could be no possible reason for me to think otherwise. “I just wonder if you talk to your sister once in a while. It makes me sad to think that two girls who grew up with bedrooms next to each other would be so distant as adults. Of course Chloe’s busy as a young mother, but it seems like you at least could make the time to reach out.”

Mines lie buried just beneath the surface of every sentence my mother says. It’s my fault Chloe and I aren’t best friends. My fault that my mother worries about our relationship. Chloe, who has no job, a housekeeper, a part-time nanny to help with anything Libby needs, and virtually no events on her schedule more pressing than her Bikram yoga class—she’s the one who is too busy to call. Whereas I, a grad student heading into finals, am supposedly swimming in free time. You have to hand it to Renee Larroux Charles: She doesn’t just dabble in guilt. She’s the master.

But to call her on any of this would be to step on the tripwires, send the mines blowing sky-high. Worst of all, it would lead to another round of denial about the real reason Chloe and I don’t have much to do with each other any longer.

So, instead of defending myself, I say, “You’re sure there’s no special reason you thought Chloe might have called me?”

Mom makes a huffy sound. “Honestly, Vivienne. There’s no need to overreact to a simple question. I suppose that’s the one thing you and Chloe have in common. Your endless tendency to overreact.”

Hmmm.

I know better than to pry further. For now I simply ask after my father (still feeling pretty good, already eating burgers again despite doctor’s orders) and about Christmas plans. The second topic seems even safer than the first, especially since my mother has not changed our holiday schedule one jot since Libby’s birth. Chloe and Anthony have “Santa” at their house, early in the morning, then drive to my parents’ house before noon. We have a big lunch, then exchange gifts, all while the stereo plays the most old-fashioned carols imaginable, mostly sung by the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. Really the only question is whether we’re having turkey or ham, or maybe what to get Libby, so we don’t accidentally buy her the same present.

But Mom doesn’t want to discuss Christmas. “It’s too early to think about that yet.”

“It’s the first week of December.”

“Exactly. That’s a whole month away. We have to think about your father, after all.”

“You said Dad was doing fine.”

“Which he is, but I think we might take his preferences into account. Don’t you think he deserves to have some say in his own Christmas?”

That would make this year the first time Dad has ever had any say in how we spend Christmas. Again, I let it slide. “Sure. Right. We’ll figure it out.”

Mom’s tone turns crafty. Hmm. “You are coming home, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely.” This is true. I wouldn’t miss Christmas Day with Libby for anything. But I’d rather be set on fire than spend more than seventy-two hours in the same city as Anthony.

Mom tells me about a few former classmates of mine who have gotten engaged, married, or pregnant, with the suggestion that at age twenty-five I’ve already wasted my childbearing potential. I let this slide, get off the call as smoothly as I can, and hang up. Then I sit on my sofa for a few long minutes, cell still in my hand.

If I phone Chloe, there’s no guarantee she’ll tell me what’s up. Obviously something is up, but God only knows what. If I don’t call her, maybe I’ll never have to know.

Then it hits me—what if Chloe’s pregnant again?

No. Oh, God, no. The thought of her having one child with Anthony was revolting enough. Then again, Mom would hardly sound so sharp and strange if that were Chloe’s big secret. She’d be totally happy, over the moon, and very coy about not being able to tell me. Instead, she sounded completely off-kilter.

Maybe Chloe’s pregnant, but the pregnancy isn’t a healthy one. They could’ve conceived triplets, and are considering reducing, a decision my mother would look on with horror. Chloe could be on the verge of losing the baby, or genetic tests might have come back with some awful diagnosis.

I can’t take it anymore. As angry as I’ve been with Chloe these past many years, she’s still my sister. I don’t know whether she’s in serious trouble, but if she is, I want to help. So I call.

Chloe picks up so late that I first assume it must be her voice mail. “Vivienne,” she says faintly. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.”

Forget the small talk. “When I spoke on the phone with Mom this morning, she sounded really weird. Are you okay? Is everything all right?”

“Well.” Chloe remains silent for a long time. “I suppose you might as well know. Anthony has— I’ve asked Anthony to move out.”

Did she really say that? Did I just hear it?

Anthony is gone?

I bite down on my lower lip to keep myself from laughing out loud for joy. What do I say? How do I sound supportive without sounding delighted? “Whoa,” I manage. “I didn’t expect that.”

“Things fell apart pretty quickly,” Chloe says in an absent tone, as if she were checking her manicure instead of confessing something that must be intensely painful for her.

“Are you going to tell me what happened?”

Her voice sharpens. “I would’ve thought you already knew.”

She could only be referring to one thing. A month ago, right after my father’s heart attack, Jonah confronted Anthony about what he’d done to me—and Chloe overheard. At the time I thought she still refused to believe that Anthony had raped me, but she did at least finally know that what happened went well beyond his version of events in which we were only “flirting.”

Yet now she’s thrown Anthony out. Does that mean Chloe has finally accepted the truth?

If I press her on it, I’ll only alienate her. That’s the last thing I want to do—especially now, when for the first time in more than ten years, I feel like I might actually get my big sister back.

“Are you okay?” I ask, as gently as I can.

Chloe makes a sound that doesn’t quite count as a laugh. “I’m miserable. But I know I’ve made the right choice.”

“Is he still in the house?”

“He hasn’t found a place of his own yet, but for the time being he’s staying with his brother.”

That counts as progress. “I, uh—I’m glad you’ve done what you wanted to do.”

“I suppose I will be too, someday.”

Then I hear another voice, high-pitched and more distant. “Who is that? Is it Daddy?”

Libby. As always, when I hear her voice, I can’t help but smile.

Chloe answers her daughter. “No, sweetie, it’s Aunt Vivi. Would you like to talk with her?”

“Put her on,” I plead.

Then I hear Libby say, “Hi, Aunt Vivi.”

“Hey there! How are you?”

She answers with more honesty than any adult would ever show. “I’m sad.”

That catches me short. The best news I’ve had in forever is, to this little girl, a disaster—the kind that leaves scars for a lifetime. Remembering that doesn’t make me any less thrilled that Anthony’s been thrown out, but it does remind me that one person, at least, has a reason to be sad he’s gone. “I’m sorry, honey. What are you doing to help yourself feel better?”

“Well, Daddy is staying with Uncle Richie right now, but he comes to see me pretty much every day after school, and he says we’ll spend all of Saturday together.” I can tell she’s brightening at the very thought. “He’s going to take me to Chuck E. Cheese!”

Singing animatronic rodents. Better him than me. “You guys will have fun, I bet.”

“Daddy always helps me with the games at Chuck E. Cheese.” Libby even giggles. “He’s really good at Whac-A-Mole.”

For all of the wretched things about Anthony Whedon—for all that he brutalized me when I was less than ten years older than Libby is now—he is not only my rapist. He is also Libby’s father, and he loves her. I think he’d try to kill any man who treated her the way he treated me. His adoration of his daughter may be the one truly pure part of his soul.

Even the best of us isn’t purely good. And even the worst of us isn’t purely evil.

•   •   •

How am I supposed to get any work done up here on cloud nine?

Yes, I’m worried for Libby, and I know this is difficult for Chloe—but once the call is over, all I can do is luxuriate in my delight. I’ve waited too long for this moment not to enjoy it. So I text Jonah the whole story. He doesn’t reply back right away, no doubt because he’s neck-deep in research. Once he reads it, I know he’ll understand completely what this means to me.

(How often must he have longed for his mother to announce she was divorcing Carter Hale? Jonah has waited more than thirty years for his deliverance, and it still hasn’t come.)

Then I change into my sloppiest, paint-striped jeans and a ratty old hoodie. It’s time to make some art.

 I share studio space with a number of other local artists, most of them also affiliated with the fine arts program at UT Austin. We have our designated stations, though when the studio is mostly empty, we feel free to spread out a bit. When I walk into the broad, concrete-floored former warehouse, with its high ceiling and exposed metal beams, I see I’m by myself today except for Keiko, one of my fellow TAs. She’s sitting at the pottery wheel in the corner, her hands slathered in clay, and can spare only a quick glance at me to smile hello. Although her art is something I’ve only dabbled in, I know very well the dangers of looking away while you’re throwing a pot.

My own station is much more dangerous, actually. See, I work a lot with acid. Although I sketch, and even paint a little, my first love is etching. This means I draw an image on a plate, burn that image into the plate with acid, and use it to make prints. Depending on the acids, inks, and printing techniques used, the final etching can express many different shades of meaning—while the plate remains the same, each print has its own unique identity.

Today, I want to work on creating a new plate; I’ll need to broaden my range of work for my final portfolio review next semester. But what should I work on first? The problem isn’t that I don’t have any ideas. It’s that I have too many. Whenever life offers new people and experiences, new artistic inspiration arrives—and no matter what else you might say about Jonah Marks’s influence in my life, he has definitely provided inspiration of every kind.

Wait. What if I created an etching that symbolized Jonah himself?

I’ve never done that before—tried to personify anyone in my life as a symbol in my work. Yet the idea immediately catches fire in my mind. Jonah has challenged me, frightened me, freed me. He’s brought me from despair to ecstasy. Portraying those complex emotions in one single image . . . now that would be a challenge.

And the different roles he plays in my life, those could be shown with new inks, new papers, new techniques. My mind goes into overdrive even as I start setting up my station. I could use thick, black, blotchy ink on stained fabric—or even on burlap, maybe. Then something silvery on dark gray paper, good stuff, the same stock as top-quality formal stationery—

I catch myself. Thinking about all the creative ways I’ll print this is putting the cart in front of the horse. First I have to choose the image, and create it.

And yet—one image that could capture everything Jonah has meant to me? What on earth would it be?

For ideas, I pull out one of my sketchbooks. This is the one I took along when Jonah swept me off to the Scottish Highlands for a week. Every night we made love in a little inn on the rugged coast of the Isle of Skye; every day, he went out on the water for his research, and I was free to wander, see, and draw. Maybe something here will spark my imagination . . .

My phone rings; the song it plays is the ringtone I assigned to Jonah. Smiling, I answer, “Hey. I was just thinking about you.”

“That son of a bitch is gone,” Jonah says without preamble. “I’m so happy for you, Vivienne.”

“I feel like throwing a ticker tape parade,” I confess. “Or drinking champagne, or dancing in the streets. It’s like a hundred New Year’s Eves rolled into one.”

“You’d like to celebrate?”

The low tone in his voice as he says it sends electricity crackling inside me. “I would.” I try to sound innocent. “Do you have an idea?”

“I do. Would you be in the mood for something a little more . . . elaborate than usual?”

I remember our would-be weekend at the cabin, where Jonah kidnapped me, tied me up, and used me as savagely and perfectly as I could ever have dreamed. We would have spent three days like that, instead of three hours, if not for my father’s sudden crisis. I’ve never stopped longing for those days back. “Oh, yeah.”

“Give me another three hours,” he says. “Then come to my apartment. I’ll explain the scenario then. Lay down the rules.”

“Yes.” I can’t imagine what the rules will be. I like not knowing. Mystery invites that frisson of fear that makes everything more tantalizing.

After we’ve hung up, it occurs to me that celebrating with one of our games is possibly not the most mentally healthy way to commemorate my rapist’s expulsion from my family.

But to hell with that. Healthy left me behind a long time ago. Tonight I feel powerful, overjoyed, and invincible.

That will make it so much sweeter when I surrender to Jonah completely.
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Jonah’s apartment complex sits downtown, very near the lake. This is the most desirable location in the city—at the very heart of Austin, secure, luxurious in a low-key way.

He’s given me the security code to punch in at the ground level of the building’s parking garage, so I drive in without any fuss. My heart thumps hard in my chest as I maneuver my Honda Civic into one of the spots marked with the yellow, spray-painted word Visitor. My palms are sweaty against the gearshift as I put it in park, on my keys as I pull them from the ignition. I can feel my pulse between my legs, steady and insistent, already longing for him.

When I changed out of my studio clothes, I made sure to put on one of the little dresses I’ve bought at Goodwill for the express purpose of being destroyed, if Jonah so chooses. This one is dark blue, bandana-patterned, with skinny straps and a hemline that stops several inches above the knee. Both the cooler fall weather and local style would call for a cardigan on top and cowboy boots on my feet. I go without. Warmer clothes are in the large backpack I’ll carry in, so I can change into them before I leave hours from now—once Jonah’s done with me. For now my shoulders are bare, as are my legs all the way down to the ballet flats I wear. Small gold hoop earrings are my only jewelry.

No bra. It only gets in the way. Panties, yes—because both of us enjoy it when he tears them off.

The elevator’s heavy metal doors slide shut around me. I punch in the numerical code that allows me to travel to the penthouse floor. That space belongs to Jonah alone.

When the doors open, I blink in surprise. No lamps are lit anywhere in the apartment. As I step out, however, my eyes adjust to the darkness and take in the city lights beyond the broad windows, and the shadows in front of them. One of those shadows is Jonah.

“Put your things down,” he says. His voice is still his—we aren’t yet in the game. But that wasn’t a request; it was a command. Jonah’s as impatient for this to begin as I am. “Take off your shoes.”

I slide my foot out of one ballet flat, then the other. A nearby chair provides a place to ditch my bag. Slowly I walk forward. Jonah stands still, waiting, forcing me to come to him.

More details take shape. Something is dangling from one of the high beams overhead—one rope, I think. Jonah wears solid black from head to toe, and whatever he’s got on outlines his powerful form like a second skin. He’s holding something soft and black in his hands.

My breaths are quick and shallow by the time we’re standing face to face. Very quietly Jonah says, “I’m going to restrain your hands. And I’m going to shut you up. You remember how to stop me if you can’t talk?”

In our very first conversation about the rules of our games, we devised an alternative to our safe word. “I snap my fingers.”

“So I’m going to tie your hands. You show me you can snap your fingers even when you’re bound. The minute you do—the game is on. And you belong to me.”

 Fuck. Just hearing him say that makes me dizzy with need. I nod, and hold out my wrists.

Instead of taking them, Jonah first turns his attention to the black cloth in his hand. When he tugs it on, I see it’s a mask—not a ski mask. Just simple, flat, and black, like the sort of thing sold at Halloween. When even that much of his face is hidden from me, he becomes anonymous. More frightening. A shudder runs through me.

Then Jonah’s broad hands grip mine, he pulls me over to stand underneath the rope. There’s a second coil of rope on the floor by my feet, and Jonah forces me to kneel before him as he uses it to loop my wrists together in a complicated-looking knot, being careful not to cut off my circulation. When he’s finished he drags me up and pulls my arms above my head, securing my bound wrists to the other rope. For one panicked moment I think he’s going to haul me off the ground, but he doesn’t. Instead, Jonah stops at the point where my hands are completely overhead and I can hold on to the rope and stand on my tiptoes. It’s enough for me to support my weight, but not enough for me to feel sure of my balance. I couldn’t kick him without pulling painfully on my arms.

His voice is low. “Now show me how you can stop this. Show me how you want it.”

In this one instance, the safe word is the signal. Trembling, I bring my fingers together—and snap.

“Look at this.” Instantly his voice transforms into a growl. His hand runs up and down my body as if I were something he had purchased, his to inspect. “Got you right where I want you.”

He wants to know that I can call this off without words; that means he plans to muffle me. First I have to goad him into doing it. “Please, stop,” I beg. “Let me go. Whatever you want—money, anything—I’ll get that for you, I promise. Just untie my hands and let me leave.”

“Anything I want?” he murmurs. His fingers trail down to the edge of my dress, which has been hiked so high that it now barely covers my crotch. I feel him tracing a line up my thigh. “You’re gonna get me what I want? Yeah. I think you are.”

“Please—” My words break off in a gasp as he yanks my panties away so hard they tear. My skin stings, and I try to writhe away from the sensation—but then I nearly lose my balance and have to still myself.

Jonah laughs as he makes a fist around my panties. Surely he can feel the dampness against his palm. He can smell how much I want him.

With his free hand he pinches my nose, forcing me to part my lips to breathe. As soon as I do, he lets go of my nose and stuffs my own panties into my mouth. I try to protest, but it comes out muffled nonsense, nothing more.

“What’s that?” Jonah murmurs as his fingers trace the neckline of my dress, find the space between my breasts. I bet he can feel the pounding of my heart, the proof that he controls me down to my pulse. “What did you try to say?”

No. Stop it. I keep attempting to talk, because it seems to turn him on. And I allow myself to believe it—that I am held captive in the dark by a stranger, and that I want to plead for my safety even though I know it’s too late. Stop.

“Still don’t understand you.”

Both of Jonah’s hands go to the fabric bunched between my breasts. He tears it in two, ripping it nearly down to the hem. Now my body is all but exposed to him. Jonah makes a satisfied sound, almost a hum, like he’s pleased with what he’s caught.

“I’ll have to guess what you want,” Jonah murmurs as he tears one of the fragile spaghetti straps of my dress. The cotton slides away, now dangling only from one arm. “Let’s see. Are you telling me you want to get fucked?”

No! No! I try to scream through the panties in my mouth. The sound is slightly muffled, but my desperation is clear.

 Jonah laughs. “Sounds like you want to get fucked bad. Don’t worry. I’m gonna take care of you.”

He tears the other strap; the remains of my dress flutter to the floor. I twist my body away from his, but the bindings on my wrists pull so tightly that I can’t get far. The struggle only seems to amuse Jonah more as he walks around me, squeezes my ass.

“Are you scared I won’t fuck you hard enough? Because trust me, I’m going to pound you senseless.”

Jonah pulls apart my legs. I scream again, but he ignores me. Although I can still balance, the muscles in my arms and shoulders are burning from holding the stretch now. My face is flushed and hot as his fingers push inside me.

“Feel how wet that is,” he whispers. His breath is warm on the back of my neck. “No wonder you’re begging me to fuck you.”

I hear him open his zipper. No, no, don’t, I attempt to shout into the gag of my own panties. It means God, yes, now.

Then I feel his cock against my ass. One of his hands grips me at the pubic bone, fingers spreading the lips of my cunt. By this time my whole body is shaking, but he’s still merciless—teasing me with it, rubbing the head against my cunt, slipping in just barely before pulling back again.

“Are you ready to get fucked?” he growls into the curve of my neck as he lifts and tilts my pelvis to angle me just right. “You better get ready.”

And then he shoves inside.

I gasp, or try to around my panties. Jonah pushes in all the way and hooks his other arm around and under my hips, forcing my back to arch as he holds me up. Even so I’m at the limits of my flexibility. He’s keeping me exactly where he wants me, and there’s absolutely no way for me to break free. He starts moving in and out, slowly at first, but quickening with every thrust. Growing stronger too—my breasts jiggle with every slap of his body against mine, and I have to fight to keep my balance, though the angle of his muscular arm is bearing enough of my weight to make that possible. Each stroke kindles yet more of the fire building inside me.

“Is that not what you wanted?” Jonah is thrusting into me savagely now. “You didn’t want to get fucked?”

My moan sounds desperate even through my gag.

He only laughs again. “Too bad, bitch.”

Then he lets go completely. The illusion of force is complete. I close my eyes; every muscle in my body trembles, and I’m hanging on every way a person can. It’s like he gets deeper every time, though it’s impossible—his enormous cock splitting me in two. And he fucks me, and he fucks me, and then I know nothing but the pleasure swelling inside me, tightening my cunt around him, until I come.

It hits me like a tidal wave, and I scream so loud and long that even the gag can’t hold it all back. Jonah’s thrusts speed up even more. Limp in the aftermath of orgasm, it’s all I can do to hold on for those final moments. Then he goes tense, makes an animal sound that seems to come from his gut, and slams into me one more time. When he comes, his fingers grip me so tightly they dig into my flesh, as if he were trying to claw his way inside.

But then his fingers relax. He pulls out, and I feel hot wetness begin trickling down my bare legs. “Stand up,” he whispers. Shaky as I am, I can pull my legs back together; he quickly unties me from the rope overhead before freeing my wrists. Letting my arms fall to my side again is a relief. Only now do I realize they’re tingling. Soon I would’ve been numb. With cool, clumsy fingers I extract my sodden underwear from my mouth and let them fall atop the remnants of my dress.

Jonah pulls off his mask and braces me with an arm around my shoulders. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I’m good.” My arm and shoulder muscles are a little tender from having been stretched upward like that, but the soreness I’ll feel will be more than worth it.

 “Did you like this game?”

“God, yes. It was so intense.” I smile crookedly. “I loved it.”

Jonah pulls me into his arms, and for a few minutes we make out like crazy, as if we’d only started having sex instead of having just finished. At one moment, while he’s kissing my throat, I glimpse my etching on his wall. The image of two masculine hands cradling a bird is eclipsed by our reflection in the glass—me naked, Jonah fully clothed. He still grips his mask in one of the hands circled around my back.

I want to be so happy now. Completely reassured that Jonah’s okay with our games, and that we’ve fully reclaimed our gloriously twisted, utterly satisfying sexual bond.

But he still hasn’t let go of that disguise.

“Did you need it?” I whisper, pulling back enough to look him in the face. “The mask? Did you have to wear it to play? You—you couldn’t look me in the face last time either.”

His eyes meet mine; he’s steadier than I would’ve thought. “The mask made it easier. That’s all.”

“You’re sure?”

“Anything that brings me back to you is worth it,” Jonah says. Then he sweeps me up in his arms like Rhett with Scarlett, takes me to bed, and kisses me until I fall asleep from pure exhausted satisfaction.

•   •   •

“You’ve had too much coffee,” Geordie says, the next morning. “Or too much sugar.”

“Just because I’m more cheerful in the morning than some people—”

“You aren’t.” He gives me a dark look across the table at Moonshine Patio, where our half-finished huevos rancheros sit on brightly colored plates. “If memory serves, you normally awaken in the sort of mood one associates more with grizzlies roused from hibernation.”

“I’m not that bad,” I insist, though Geordie has a point. But it’s not like I can explain why I’m so elated right now. That has to remain secret. I made sure to wear bangle bracelets that will cover the rope marks on my wrists. “Besides, it’s not that early.”

“Normally any time before noon is too early to approach the awakened Vivienne in her natural habitat.”

I laugh, though his jokes are getting too close for comfort. Phoning Geordie for an impromptu brunch this morning felt a little weird, especially since I was still at Jonah’s when I made the call. But Jonah had already headed into his labs to study the Japanese fault line data, or whatever, and I know it’s important to keep checking on Geordie during these first stages of his recovery.

Still, it can be a little inconvenient hanging out with someone who knows you this well. I try to cover. “It’s just that I—um, woke up on the right side of the bed this morning. Finals are nearly over, I had a great day in the studio yesterday, what’s not to like?”

Geordie sighs, and it hits me how forlorn he looks. How worn out. He’s lost even more weight since his release from Mullins, probably because he’s now drinking more water, fewer margaritas. But that wouldn’t explain the uncharacteristic stubble on his cheeks, or the dullness in his eyes. I realize he’s not picking on me because I’m overly cheerful this morning. It’s because he’s down. When you’re depressed, no one is more irritating than an optimist.

I dial it back. “What are you doing for the holiday? Going home to Boston?”

“Going really home, actually. Mum and Dad want us to visit Gran. So it’s across the pond to Inverness for me.”

“That sounds lovely.” Again I imagine the inn Jonah and I visited in Scotland, on that wild and beautiful coast. What must those craggy hills look like when they’re covered in snow?

 “I suppose.” Geordie pushes his huevos rancheros around his plate with his fork. Even though he doesn’t look up, he seems to sense my staring at him. “It’s just—the culture over there, they drink more than Americans do. If you want to hang out with your mates or your cousins, you go to the pub, right? It’s bloody everywhere.”

Oh, no. “You can explain, though. Can’t you? You don’t have to tell them the whole story if you don’t want, just that you’re not drinking right now.”

Geordie shakes his head and laughs. “In America, that works. People assume you’re in a twelve-step program, or giving up gluten, or being the ‘designated driver’ or whatever else. But Scotland’s not received the memo. Someone’s going to put a pint glass in my hand for me, sooner or later. And I want to think I’ll put it down, but I don’t know if I will.”

“Hey.” I reach across the table to take his hand. From the way he looks at me when I touch him, I worry that I might’ve done too much—but hopefully he understands this is from one friend to another. “You can do it. I know you can.”

“Right.” He couldn’t seem less convinced.

If he believes he won’t make it, then he won’t. “Are you going to your meetings? They probably have them in Inverness too.”

“Christ, they’re enough of a pain here. Alcoholics Anonymous is the last place I want to spend Christmas Eve.”

I think fast. “Do you have to go to Scotland?”

Geordie looks up at me. “My parents and Moira already bought their tickets.”

“Your sister will understand. Your parents will forgive you.”

“But they don’t know.”

“You still haven’t told them?” I don’t know why I’m so surprised. He can’t be the first person to have hidden his substance abuse treatment from his family. “You could, you know. Moira would listen.” I’ve never met his parents, but Geordie’s big sister is feisty, funny, and down-to-earth. She came to Austin last spring when we were still together and was pretty much nonstop terrific.

“I’m going to, all right? But not now. Not before Christmas, and not while I’m still—” He sighs so softly the sound is almost drowned out by the clatter of plates, the murmuring chitchat of brunch. “I want to tell them once I know I’ve got it together. Then they don’t have to be scared for me, you know?”

“But then they don’t know to look out for you.”

My father’s the only one in my family I never told about Anthony because after Mom and Chloe didn’t believe me, I couldn’t take another letdown. So he’s never realized that I try to avoid Anthony. He’ll suggest that we make a run to the store together, or leave it so that I have to sit next to Anthony at the dinner table. My mother and Chloe, for all their denial, at least wanted to keep the two of us apart. Ignorance can harm you as surely as malice.

So I keep thinking up solutions. “If you’re not ready to talk to them, then remain in the U.S. this Christmas.”

Geordie raises an eyebrow. “Are you inviting me home with you?”

“Umm, I think Jonah might be coming with me.” Not that we’ve worked this out in detail, but it seems possible. Certainly Jonah has no desire to spend the holidays in Chicago.

“Awkward, then,” he says, easily enough. “Best avoided.”

Inspiration strikes. “I know. You should spend the holidays with Arturo and Carmen and Shay. I bet they’d love to have you!”

“Ahh, come on. It’s baby’s first Christmas and all of that. They won’t want some loudmouth Scotsman in recovery hanging around.”

“Of course they will. And they already understand the whole story, so you’d be with people who can help you stay strong, right? You might even get to play Santa Claus.”

“Father Christmas,” he insists. But I can see a small, unwilling smile.

“I’ll check with them to make sure it’s okay.” Volunteering friends for Christmas hosting would be a leap if I weren’t as close to Carmen and Arturo as I am. But they care about Geordie too, so I’m sure they’ll agree. “Tell your parents you’re sticking around to help some friends who have a new baby and need their support system around them. It’s true enough.”

“Guess so.”

“Great,” I say, hardly able to stop grinning. He needs human connection if he’s going to truly recover. I’m doing my part—but the ex-girlfriend can’t be the only one involved. Otherwise he’s doomed. Getting Arturo, Shay, and Carmen involved might make all the difference.

Geordie tucks into his brunch again, humor still uncertain. “What’s got you in such an ungodly good mood today, anyway? Don’t tell me. Big plans with Jonah later?”

I remember everything Jonah did to me last night. We don’t have immediate plans, but there’s so much more he could do to me. That he will do to me. Heat rushes to my cheeks, and I can’t look at Geordie any longer.

“Thought so,” he says, and turns back to his food.

•   •   •

When I had sex for the first time—consensual sex—I walked into high school the next day feeling like everyone would know. As if a neon sign floated overhead, glowing letters reading Vivienne Went All the Way with Derek. Of course, nobody did, and Derek was a good guy, not the type to brag in the locker room. At the end of the day, when my secret remained undetected, I felt silly for having worried about it in the first place.

Nearly ten years later, that feeling is back.

I make my way through campus that afternoon, backpack on my shoulders and portfolio case under one arm, wondering if the neon sign has returned. Geordie definitely figured out something was up, and it seems as if everyone should see rope marks on my wrists despite the bracelets. My body remains mostly unscathed; Jonah takes such good care of me. The sting I feel on my skin is purely psychological. But every time someone passes me on the sidewalk, I can’t help feeling like they should guess. If nothing else, the bone-deep satisfaction I feel ought to tip them off—the way my walk is still loose, the way I blush every time a memory from last night fills me with mingled shame and delight.

Then again, today I could dress like a rodeo clown and nobody at UT Austin would notice. Finals are upon us. Professors wear a harried look, no doubt surrounded by endless begging for deadline extensions or better grades. Students shamble around even sloppier than usual. They’re cramming until dawn, then showing up for the tests almost brain-dead. To judge by the number of cardboard-sleeved paper cups I see clutched in people’s fists, the campus coffee shop is doing record business.

I hurry upstairs to the fine arts department, where Kip sits at his desk. The sweet old lady who preceded him as secretary used to put out a glass dish of peppermints every Christmas season. Kip, however, goes all out. His work area is draped with silver tinsel and blue lights . . . and the dish of peppermints, which he proclaimed a worthy tradition.

“You never struck me as the kitschy type,” I say as the lights begin blinking in some sort of synchronized pattern.

“How little you know me. I’m wounded.” Kip never looks away from his typing; his painted green nails seem to fly along the keyboard. “I’ll have you know an actual vintage black-velvet Elvis painting hangs on my wall at home.”

“I take it back. You’re the king of kitsch.” I laugh as I grab a peppermint. “You don’t dress like it, though.”

“Ugh, no. Only hipsters dress ironically. Decorating ironically, however, is another matter. That’s what you do until you can afford the good stuff. Better hilariously tacky than some sort of pitiful Ikea-catalog concept of style.”

I guess I won’t mention my Ikea table and chairs.

Kip gives me an up-and-down look. The clicking of his keyboard ceases. “Aha. I see things are heating up again with Lava Boy.”

He pronounces it to sound almost like lover boy. “I told you we were trying to work things out.”

“Not that you had worked them out, apparently to your glorious satisfaction.”

Now I’m flustered, though I try to cover it as well as I can. “What’s my tell?”

“That ponytail. Messier than your usual—it practically screams, I had to drag myself out of bed after being sexed up this morning. Now tell me of your adventures with the volcano scientist. Describe the most recent eruption.”

“Stop it.” I laugh to cover my discomfort.

I remind myself that Kip only knows I slept over at Jonah’s. He doesn’t have any idea what I let Jonah do to me, or why. So there’s nothing to be embarrassed about.

But bringing Jonah into my life—making him more than my dirtiest secret—it’s been tricky.

“Seriously,” Kip adds, “there’s a glow about you. That’s more than sex, darling. Either the two of you are falling in love, or Jonah Marks does something for you in bed no other man has ever done. In which case, spill.”

The best defense is a good offense. “I’m not the only one glowing these days. Speaking of lover boys, how’s Ryan?”

Kip lights up. Sometimes I forget that he’s only a couple years older than I am; at this moment he might be a teenager in love for the first time. “He’s a revelation to me. Ryan’s not what I used to think of as my type. You know, he’s so butch.”

 Ryan’s muscled like a bodybuilder. “But you like him? His personality matches that hot bod?”

“Oh, we have our little disagreements, but who doesn’t? I’m learning to manage things for him.”

“Manage things?”

“You know. Learning his pet peeves and avoiding them, so on, and so forth.” Kip looks pensive for a moment, then sighs dreamily. “I’ve never been so . . . passionately wanted by someone. It’s amazing to feel that way.”

“Yeah, it is.”

Then Kip frowns at his screen, leans forward, and puts one hand to his chest. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, no, what?” Have they pulled our parking privileges? Is one of the professors ill?

But the truth is so much worse than that.

“Campus crime alert,” Kip says. “There’s been another rape by an intruder. Last night. They think it’s the same perpetrator—same creepy ski mask and everything.”

So what happened to that one girl a week ago wasn’t an isolated incident. It was part of a pattern—a pattern that has only just begun.

Which means there’s a predator on the loose, right now.
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“I’m not upset,” I insist next Monday during my session with Doreen. “My house is secure. I have pepper spray on my keychain and a baton under the bed. Plus I’ve taken self-defense classes. I know how to look out for myself.”

Doreen isn’t distracted by my personal array of armaments. “You’re not upset by this at all? Most women would be. Hell, I am.”

I fold my arms in front of my chest. “Obviously it’s terrible for those women. And the sooner the police catch this guy and lock him up, the better I’ll feel. But I don’t think I’m in more danger than any other woman in Austin. Less than most.”

“Fear is a natural reaction, but sometimes our responses to things like this are more complicated than pure fear.”

The best and worst thing about Doreen? She can see right through me. “Volunteers will have reached out to both of those girls by now,” I say. “Other survivors, who have come forward and told their stories. I’d like to help too. But I can’t, because I’ve never told the world the truth.”

Doreen nods. “After your mother and Chloe responded so badly, nobody could blame you for being hesitant to tell anyone else.”

“Jonah reacted badly at first too. Not like Mom and Chloe—he believed me, stood up for me. He freaked out about his own damage, that’s all. But it was weeks before he would touch me again, and even that only happened because I pushed him.”

“What else happened after Jonah learned the truth?”

“He told me about his own past. He opened up to me in a way I don’t think he’s ever opened up to anyone else.”

“Honesty is the foundation of intimacy,” Doreen says. “When Jonah learned the truth of what you went through, it took him a while to come around. But he did. Do you think it’s possible that other people in your life might respond as well as he did? Maybe even better?”

I try to imagine Carmen’s face. Or Geordie’s, or Shay’s. It’s impossible. “There’s no point. None of them need to know anything about my sex life. But Jonah and I had to work through this together. We’re . . . wounded in the same way. We share the same scars.”

“Have the two of you talked about this man on the loose in town?”

“No. Not yet.” I chew on my lower lip. “We were both busy this weekend. He basically lived in his lab on campus, and I had to proctor a test on Friday. Then I stayed at Carmen’s all weekend, because she was scared to death. But we bought her some pepper spray of her own and installed a couple of extra locks. So now she’s good.”

Doreen doesn’t fall for the distraction. “But you talked to Jonah at some point, obviously. Yet you didn’t discuss this subject at all.”

Oh, fine. Might as well admit this and get it over with. “I don’t want to discuss it with him.”

 “Are you afraid he’ll respond badly?”

“It’s not that.” How can I put it into words? Instead of meeting Doreen’s eyes, I stare at one of her lush houseplants the whole time I speak. “Playing games with Jonah—pretending to be raped for my own pleasure—it feels so much sicker while people are really being hurt.”

“You and Jonah have worked hard on consent. On establishing boundaries. That makes what you do very, very different from the reality of rape. You know this, Vivienne.”

“Yeah, I do. So why do I need to pretend it’s the real thing? Why do I need the fantasy every single time?”

Doreen sighs. “Well, that’s the question.”

It has been for years. I feel no closer to an answer.

•   •   •

In the end, I don’t have to raise the subject of the unknown assailant TV stations have now dubbed the Austin Stalker. Jonah does it for me.

Not half an hour after I’ve left Doreen’s, as I’m in the vitamin aisle at the drugstore, my phone vibrates in my purse. When I see it’s him, I pick up right away. “Hey. What’s up?”

“You should stay at my place tonight,” Jonah says.

My cheeks flush hot. “You want me again so soon?”

A woman over by the gingko supplements gives me a look. Oops. Reminder to self: Lower your voice in public.

Jonah says, “I always want you. But I meant that you’d be safer here. My apartment’s on the top floor, and there’s security in the lobby. And you wouldn’t be alone.”

“My place is more secure than it looks. You always have the door left open for you; a real intruder wouldn’t find it so easy to get inside.”

 “Still. Good locks are no match for an actual security system with cameras and a guard.”

“I’m not worried,” I insist.

After a pause, Jonah says, “I am.”

This isn’t about making me feel safe—at least, not only about that. Jonah has his own fears to contend with. What might have been stirred up within his soul because of this? So I relent. “Okay. I’m going to run home and pack an overnight bag. I’ll get to your place around . . . six thirty?”

“How does salmon sound for dinner?”

Apparently he genuinely likes to cook. This is yet another new discovery—one more of the many things I still get to learn about Jonah. “Sounds fantastic.”

By the time I arrive there, darkness has fallen, and the city lights glitter all around the penthouse. It’s as if we were suspended just above the stars. Jonah’s apartment smells of lemon and fresh bread, and when he opens the door for me, he’s even wearing a black apron tied neatly, chef-style, around his waist.

“Good,” he says, instead of hello. Jonah pulls me into his arms for a long, lingering hug. “You’re here.”

“Thanks for asking me.” I kiss his cheek, revel in the feeling of being held in those strong arms. “My house is safe—really—but it’s just nice to know you were thinking of me.”

He looks at me, and though I can’t quite read his expression, I think he might be surprised. “I’m always thinking of you.”

And now I’m melting.

The dining area of Jonah’s penthouse offers a great look at the city—or at the nearby exposed-brick wall, where he hung my etching. Now I can look at it properly, without erotic reflections getting in the way. Although it’s from a series I created last year, well before we ever met, it captures the exact contrast in him that I find so compelling. It depicts a man’s hands holding a bird, the strength and tension in his fingers all the more striking because of the care with which he’s protecting something so small and fragile.

Jonah bid for this at a charity auction without even knowing I was the artist. Maybe he senses this contrast within himself too—the intertwined brutality and gentleness.

This reminds me of my next project, creating a new series of etchings that will symbolize Jonah and what he means to me. Can I ever do better than these hands, this bird? In my heart I feel sure I can, but the exact image still eludes me.

“So I actually have to teach next semester.” He pours us each a little sauvignon blanc. The wine is the palest possible shade of gold. “Even research professors get pulled in once in a while.”

“I’m guessing they didn’t stick you with the Rocks for Jocks section.”

“Why they do that to entry-level geology, I’ll never know.” This seems to be a sore point for Jonah. “It’s one of the most accessible sciences for non-science majors. We shouldn’t treat it as a throwaway class.”

“Wait, you are teaching that? If so, you can change things.”

He looks thoughtful. “Maybe I’ll volunteer sometime. But no. I’m doing a graduate seminar. Tuesdays and Thursdays, afternoon class.”

“That’s pretty close to my schedule. We could ride to class together.”

Jonah gives me an appraising look. “Yeah. We could.”

His imagination must be showing him much the same visions mine is showing me: The two of us sleeping over at each other’s places, our lives coming together more and more. This is where most guys would panic. But Jonah seems to like the idea. So do I.

Once we’ve finished our meal and loaded the dishwasher, I expect Jonah to make some suggestion for our evening—finding a movie on TV or Netflix, for instance. We’re still learning how to be with each other in the quiet moments. There’s a charm to just standing beside him in his kitchen, Spanish guitar playing from the sound system.

But instead he slides his arms around me and steers me into a dance. I laugh softly; he does too, and says, “Is it too ridiculous? Dancing with a guy in front of the sink?”

“I wasn’t laughing because it’s funny. Because it’s beautiful.” I look into Jonah’s gray eyes. “Because you’re beautiful.”

He kisses me, a gentle, searching kiss. As I open my lips for him, he keeps us swaying to the rhythm of the sultry guitar music. His mouth tastes like wine. City lights gleam in the dark around us. His broad hands smooth their way down my back, bringing our bodies closer together. I love the feel of him, the scent of him. The knowledge that I’m completely safe in his arms.

“I promise I invited you over with no ulterior motives,” he whispers between kisses along my throat. “But I’d love to take you to bed.”

Of course he assumed we’d sleep together. I guess I did too, until this very moment, when I’m turned on and blissed out and yet unsure what to do. “I—I don’t think I can play one of our games tonight.”

“That’s okay. We don’t have to . . .” Then his voice trails off. “But you need the fantasy, to enjoy sex.”

“Not to enjoy it—”

“I meant, you need it to have an orgasm.”

“Yeah. I do.”

I needed him to understand this. Now he does. Why hasn’t it made things any easier?

Jonah begins, “You said—sometimes the fantasy alone made you come. You fantasized about that when we had sex before.”

“I don’t even think I can fantasize about it tonight,” I confess. “With that guy out there—I just feel weird about it today. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” he says, and his voice is firm. “You’re allowed to feel weird about it. You never have to say you’re sorry for not wanting the same thing I do in bed.”

“I guess I’m not used to that. Because you’re so good at giving me what I want.” I brush my hand against his hair; it’s grown a little longer, just enough for me to run my fingers through it. “Tonight is different, that’s all.”

“Okay.” Jonah kisses my forehead.

“We can still make love,” I offer. “Sex is still fun, even when I don’t—”

“No. I don’t want to . . . use you.”

I know what he needs. “You need to learn to accept a gift.”

With that, I push him back—not too hard, only enough for him to get the idea. By this time, we’ve danced toward the living room area of his penthouse, and so he topples back onto the broad, dark red leather ottoman. As he sits there, arms braced wide, legs slightly spread, I kneel in front of him and reach for his belt.

“Vivienne—you don’t have to—”

“I know. But I want to. And so do you. So let me just this once, okay?” I caress the ridge of his quickly hardening erection through the denim of his jeans. “Relax.”

I unfasten his belt, unbutton, unzip. Jonah’s already so hard he nearly juts out from his boxers. With one hand I circle him, push his underwear out of my way; as I brush my thumb over the tip, I feel the slickness of pre-come against my skin.

There is nothing more perfect than Jonah’s face right now—lips slightly parted, eyes desperate. He winds his hands through my hair as I open my mouth to take him in.

But I don’t give him everything right away. Instead I lick him, tease the ridge at the head with my lips, nuzzle him against my cheek, kiss him—anything but suck him. Anticipation is sometimes the best part, and I intend to make him enjoy the wait. I luxuriate in the feel of swollen veins against my tongue, and the taste of salt.

“Fuck,” Jonah whispers.

“Mmm-mmm.” It’s a negative, but it makes him groan, no doubt from the vibration of my lips against his cock. I pull back, and he slips from my mouth, blood-dark and glistening. “Not tonight. Tonight is all about you, baby.”

Somehow, that was the wrong thing to say.

Jonah pushes back from me and sits up. “No. We’re not doing this.”

“Are you serious?” A man turning down a blowjob? Who knew that was even possible? But the stupid joke dies in my throat unspoken. “I don’t understand.”

“I told you. I’m not comfortable using you.”

“You’re not!” But he knows that, surely—at least, his rational mind probably does. I suspect we’re dealing with a deeper level here. “Why isn’t it okay for me to make you come even if you’re not doing the same for me?”

“It’s too close,” he says shortly. “If I’m not giving anything back to you, it’s too much like—”

His voice trails off. There’s no need for him to say the rest. Carter took what he wanted from Jonah’s mother without any thought for her pleasure, only her pain. To Jonah, any sex that isn’t reciprocal must be suspect.

“It’s always been so important to you that it’s good for me,” I say. “But that’s not just because you’re generous, is it? You need me to come.”

“That’s how I know I don’t want to be like him,” Jonah says quietly. “That’s how I know that he twisted my mind, but he doesn’t control it.”

 “No. He doesn’t. You’re your own man, Jonah. Always. Never doubt that.”

He smiles crookedly. Since sex is off the menu tonight, maybe we can finally talk more about his side of this. I feel like I understand the issues Jonah has because of his upbringing in the home of Carter and Lorena Hale, but apparently there are dimensions to this I hadn’t yet guessed. If he’s finally ready to open up more about this, I’m ready to listen.

I lean down to kiss him. Jonah embraces me tenderly, drawing me down beside him—but we both jerk upright when the intercom buzzes loudly, announcing someone who’s dropped by uninvited.

Who the hell? I look at Jonah, but he seems to be as confused as I am. So I climb off him, allowing him to tuck himself in and zip up as he goes to the intercom. “Who is it?” he calls.

A Texas-twanged man’s voice replies, “We’re with the Austin Police Department. We’d like to have a word with you, if you don’t mind.”

The polite words only thinly veil hostility. Jonah and I look at each other, and I see in his eyes the terrible realization of why the police are here.

They’re looking for the Stalker. And they think it’s Jonah.





 Nine

Thank God I had one of Kip’s peppermints in my purse. At least I can sit here at the table beside Jonah without the cops smelling sex on my breath from the incomplete blowjob.

That would be tacky at the best of times—and now, it could be disastrous for Jonah.

The two police officers sitting opposite from us could not be more stereotypically good cop/bad cop unless one wore a halo and the other had devil horns. Good Cop is about fifty, male, African-American, with a bit of salt-and pepper in his beard and a small but constant smile. Bad Cop is thirtysomething, white, red-haired, wiry, and permanently scowling. Both of them focus on Jonah; neither of them looks much at me.

“As you might know,” Good Cop says, “we had another attack a couple nights ago. Young girl was grabbed in the parking lot of her apartment complex. Guy forced her into his truck.”

“I heard there was another attack.” Jonah is cooler under pressure than I think I could ever be. “But I didn’t hear any of the details.”

This is Bad Cop’s cue. “We keep some particulars out of the papers. To eliminate false confessions, make sure we’re only going after the right guy.”

 Good Cop gives Bad Cop an admonishing look, as if they hadn’t rehearsed this a thousand times. “We’ll start with the basics. Can you account for your whereabouts on Thursday night between seven and ten P.M.?”

“I was here,” Jonah says. “At home.”

Bad Cop raises an eyebrow. “Alone?”

I speak for the first time since they walked through the door and I said hello through a mouthful of peppermint. “No. I stayed here that night.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Good Cop sounds more deferential than he feels, I’d bet. He’s trying to coax me off my guard. “When did you arrive?”

“Seven fifteen? Seven thirty? Somewhere around there.” I didn’t make note of it them; I was too excited by the thought of what lay ahead to pay attention to those kinds of details. Now I wish I knew the answer to the minute.

This may be good enough, though. Good Cop and Bad Cop exchange glances that tell me they’ve done the math and realized Jonah couldn’t have attacked the girl and returned here in time to welcome me. So now they’ve decided one of two things. Either they know Jonah’s almost certainly innocent—or I’m just another messed-up woman lying to protect her man.

So I try to offer evidence they can’t disprove. “Jonah doesn’t even own a truck. And you said the attacker had one, right?”

Good Cop patiently explains, “Trucks can be rented, ma’am. And Professor Marks here is a man of means. If he wanted to buy a used truck from someone off Craigslist, without any of the legal niceties in the way—to rent or purchase a parking space somewhere else—he’d certainly have no trouble doing so.”

All true. I feel embarrassed to have spoken.

Bad Cop’s Texas drawl is thick. “Now, tell me who you are again, miss?”

 “My name is Vivienne Charles. I’m a graduate student and TA in the fine arts department at the university.”

“What I meant was,” Bad Cop says, as if it were totally stupid to respond to his question with my name, “who are you to Mr. Marks here?”

Jonah fields this one. “She’s my girlfriend.”

He’s never actually called me that before. Maybe it’s an old-fashioned word, in some ways, but hearing it in Jonah’s voice gives me a tiny thrill of happiness his current predicament can’t fully eclipse.

“How long y’all been together?” Good Cop asks.

“We met last August,” Jonah explains. “Went out on our first date in September.”

Good Cop makes a note in his little booklet. Maybe he thinks a relationship that’s less than four months old isn’t substantive enough to turn me into Jonah’s go-to alibi. I wouldn’t lie to the cops for anyone.

But it doesn’t matter. We can never explain why we were so intimately bound from the very start, least of all to the police.

“And you two simply stayed in all night,” Good Cop says. “Dinner and a movie, that kind of thing?”

Bad Cop chimes in before we even have a chance to answer. “Did you have sexual intercourse?”

“How the hell is that any of your business?” Jonah’s gray eyes have turned stormy; this could be about to get ugly.

“It’s all right.” I lay one hand over Jonah’s forearm and smile at Bad Cop. “Yes, we had sex. Right about where you’re sitting, actually.”

That wipes the smirk off his face. Bad Cop slowly takes his arms off the dining room table as if it has Fornication Cooties, and sits way back in his chair.

 (Okay, I lied by a few feet. It’s worth it to see this jerk look like he just bit into a lemon.)

I add, “Besides, this building has security. You guys had to sign in, right?” Maybe there’s an exception for the cops. “I put in the security code when I entered the garage, and I bet there’s a record. You’ll be able to see exactly when I arrived.”

“True,” Bad Cop says. “But that doesn’t tell us when Mr. Marks here left. See, there’s a residents-only entrance on the side of the building. Uses a key lock instead of a security code.”

“Security footage should clear me,” Jonah interjects. The tension in his voice is tightening.

“It might,” Bad Cop says affably, “if the camera on the side of the building were working. It isn’t. Hasn’t been for a few months now—as you might’ve known, Mr. Marks.”

“Of course he didn’t know that!” I protest. “And he wouldn’t sneak out the front and leave me alone here.”

“What about the night of November twenty-ninth?” Good Cop acts like he didn’t even hear what I said. “Mr. Marks, can you remember your whereabouts on that night?”

Jonah takes a deep breath. “Yes. That night, I stayed at Vivienne’s.”

“And where do you live in town, Ms. Charles?”

“South side, between South Congress and First. Over by Elizabeth’s, you know.” I answer as calmly as I can, but I already know it would be better if at least one of Jonah’s alibis could be independently confirmed.

Bad Cop seems pleased. “So we only have her say-so for your whereabouts on the nights of both attacks.”

“And mine,” Jonah says. “Cell phone records should back me up.”

Of course! Cell phone records! I hadn’t thought of that. Granted, I’m not exactly sure how they work in criminal investigations, because I’ve gleaned most of what I know from episodes of Law & Order: Special Victims Unit. But apparently the cell phone pings tell you which tower the phone was closest to at any given time. The evidence to clear Jonah is at hand.

Or so I think, until Bad Cop says, “Cell phone records only tell us where your phone was. Some people, they’re up to no good, they’ve realized they need to leave their phones behind. Or take a burner instead.”

A burner is a cheap, prepaid phone you can ditch at a moment’s notice, according to Mariska Hargitay and Ice-T.

“Why are you questioning Jonah?” I ask. That’s the part of this I don’t get. “He wasn’t anywhere near either of those attacks. So it’s not like anyone could have seen him there.”

Good Cop looks sorrowful. “A concerned citizen came by the station. Had some interesting things to say. But—you know, lots of people say lots of stuff. Doesn’t mean they know a damn thing. And sometimes folks carry a grudge. You can be sure we check everything out thoroughly.”

Jonah ought to look relieved. Even though Good Cop’s pleasant demeanor is only an act, he’s no doubt right about the cops looking into every possibility. That means Jonah’s bound to be cleared almost right away. It’s just bad luck that the Stalker has a build like his, or whatever it was that made some busybody suspect Jonah.

The police officers tell Jonah they’ll be in touch if they have further questions, then head on their way. As soon as the elevator doors slide shut, I turn to Jonah. “What the hell?”

I expect him to go, I know, it’s insane. Instead Jonah sinks down onto one of the bar stools at his kitchen island. He looks as bruised and weary as a boxer after twelve rounds.

“Jonah?” I walk to him, take his hand. “What is it?”

“I know who talked to the police.” His voice is low. “Her name is Sunny Harris.”

 “Who is she?” Realization begins to dawn. “An ex?”

He nods, miserable. “We went out about two years ago. She’s a tennis coach at one of the local high schools, or she was. Now, I have no idea. We had fun, she seemed game for anything, and so—after a few months together—I told her about my fantasy.”

The first time we ever spoke about this, Jonah told me he’d tried to act out these games with a couple of other women. Then I was so flustered by his approach I couldn’t think past the forbidden thrill that rushed through me when he said no other girl had ever wanted it rough. He thought that was exactly how I wanted it. He was right.

But now I have to think about this man I need so badly playing our games with someone else.

That was long before you ever met, I tell myself. Snap out of it. “So, um, I guess when you guys tried to play, Sunny freaked out.”

“I don’t know what she thought I meant.” Jonah leans his elbow on the counter, his forehead in his hand. “That’s one reason I wanted to be so completely clear with you. With Sunny, I believed she understood, and holy shit, was I wrong. It wasn’t like I even—well. It wasn’t anything that crazy, not by our standards. But I really wanted to play the scenario out fully, and Sunny believed it would be more of a joke. So as soon as we started, it turned into a total disaster. I stopped the moment she asked, but it didn’t matter. She said she wasn’t afraid of me, that she knew we’d just failed to work things out with the scenario in advance—but she didn’t stay the night. Broke up with me the next day, which by then I was expecting.”

“That was a consensual fantasy you tried to share with her. Why would she take that to the police?”

“Because Sunny thinks I’m a man who gets off on the idea of forcing a woman, and she’s right.” His smile can be angrier than any other man’s frown. “No, I would never cross that line. I’d die first. But Sunny doesn’t know that. All she knows is that she saw my dark side the day before she bolted. When she heard the news of the latest attacks, she put two and two together and got five.”

I want to be furious with this mysterious woman who’s put Jonah under a cloud of suspicion, but I can’t be. Sunny was trying to protect other women. She doesn’t know the truth about Jonah, only enough to cloud her judgment.

So I lean against Jonah. “They’ll realize you’re innocent. The real Stalker will get caught, and this will blow over.”

“I know I’m not going to be convicted for this.”

“Yes. Exactly. DNA evidence will clear you, if nothing else.”

“The cops didn’t mention DNA evidence,” Jonah says. “The guy might’ve worn a condom.”

“Or maybe they just haven’t gotten the test results from the rape kits back yet.” Some municipalities put off testing rape kits for months or years on end. It’s disgraceful. “Either way, like you said, you’ll be cleared. You’ll be fine.”

“Fine? That’s the one thing I’m not going to be.” Jonah pulls away from me to slide off the bar stool and pace along the wall of windows that look out on Austin at night. “This fantasy—I might not need it every single time, like you do, but I need it. I do. And I hate it. Even now, when you and I are able to share this the only way it should ever be shared, it’s still so goddamned sick.”

He’s not saying anything I haven’t thought, in almost exactly the same words. But I won’t let him torture himself the way I do. “Hey. Remember what I said? You don’t hurt me. You help me. Acting out this fantasy—sharing it together, openly, and understanding why—that’s the least sick thing about it.”

Jonah gives me a dark look. “It’s sure as hell not healthy.”

“My therapist says totally normal, mentally healthy people are as fictional as the unicorn. We’re all bent. Just in different ways.”

He laughs despite himself. “I think I’d like your therapist.”

 Should I recommend Doreen to Jonah? Or would that create some eternal ouroboros of dysfunction? I’ll decide later.

For now, I simply walk to Jonah and put my arms around him. This time he doesn’t dodge the embrace; instead he holds me tightly, tenderly, as I feel his warm breath against my hair.

“Thank you,” he says. “For earlier. I didn’t even get the chance to say that.”

Only thirty minutes ago, I was trying to give Jonah a blowjob a few feet away. Just days ago, he had me captive—completely under his erotic spell. It all feels so far away now.

But Jonah doesn’t. As confused as we might be about our sexual bond, we know how deeply we care for each other. What we feel will see us through.

I have to believe that.

“Hey,” I whisper. “Got any plans for Christmas?”

The sudden switch in topic surprises him. “No.”

“You won’t be going back to Chicago?”

“That’s out of the question. If Elise or Rebecca were going to be there, Maddox and I might try to do something on our own, away from our parents. But Rebecca is in Belize—”

“Belize? On vacation?” I guess there are worse places for an escape from Chicago’s winter.

But Jonah shakes his head. “She’s a botanist, which means she goes on field surveys from time to time.”

Brother and sister both became globe-trotting scientists: At first I think that’s adorable, and nearly say so, but then I realize—both Jonah and Rebecca chose a way of life that would take them as far from home as possible. They wanted to escape that badly. Instead I ask about his stepsister. “And Elise?”

“She’s in New York. We did Christmas there together one year, right after she’d moved to the city, and it was . . . you know, it was good.” The shadow of a smile passes over Jonah’s face, too briefly. “Then she started dating this total son of a bitch. He’s bad to her, bad for her. I can’t be around them when they’re together, and every time one of us tells her to dump the loser, Elise just clings to him tighter. So New York’s not an option either. Maddox has to stay in Chicago for his club, because the Orchid’s New Year’s Eve party has become a local legend. That leaves me here.”

“No it doesn’t.” I caress his arm with my hand. “Come to New Orleans with me.”

Jonah should have been expecting me to say that, but he wasn’t. “I didn’t think you’d go home.”

“Anthony’s gone this year, remember? Hopefully forever.” For a moment, all my worries about police suspicion and the Stalker are eclipsed by the pure, shining joy of knowing I finally get to spend Christmas Day without my rapist.

“I remember. But your mother and sister—have they ever acknowledged they were wrong? I don’t understand how you can be around them if they haven’t.”

“I kind of got in the habit after I had to keep living in that house for the next four years.” When I slide around to the other side of the table to face Jonah, I see how hard and set Jonah’s features have become. His anger would be intimidating if I didn’t know who all that pent-up fury is for. “You lived in a house like that too, Jonah. You know what it’s like.”

“And I got the fuck out of it as soon as I could. I want you out of there too.” Jonah reaches for me, splays his warm hand over mine. “You deserve better than that.”

“Since when did life start giving us what we deserved?”

He gives me a look. “We could go anywhere, you know.”

The offer is genuine. Jonah’s late father cofounded Oceanic Airlines; we could fly to Fiji tomorrow if we wanted. Maybe Switzerland. For a moment I’m tempted by visions of Jonah and me spending Christmas Day beneath the palms on a South Pacific beach, or nestled in a chalet after playing in the snow. Never in my life have I had a white Christmas . . .

But no. “Dad’s still recovering, and spending Christmas with him—just after I thought I might lose him—it’s important to me.” A thought occurs to me and makes me wince. “Do you think the police would think it was suspicious? You leaving town?”

Jonah shrugs. “They didn’t tell me I couldn’t.”

Can he really be that unworried? No, of course not. But Jonah sometimes works through things like this, simply refusing to look at the obstacles in the way. If he’s not going to worry about the cops’ reaction, I won’t either.

I say, “You know, this will be the first time in my life I’ll be able to spend entire days with Libby without Anthony being around. If you’re there too, this will be the absolute best Christmas of my life.”

How can a man so fierce smile so gently? “Then I’ll be there.”

•   •   •

My final task before leaving town is proctoring an exam—which, of course, is scheduled for the very latest testing period on the last day of the semester. I reach campus about half an hour before the exam starts, so I decide to swing by the department office and drop off my jacket and purse. Besides, I want to grab a few more peppermints. Turns out you never know when you’ll need one.

As I walk in, Kip whirls around in his swivel chair. “Oh—my—God. You’re here.”

“What?” He looks so shocked I expect him to tell me the dean died or something.

Kip glances around the office; apparently Professor Prasanna is in, because he glares at her door and turns up the radio, treating everyone within earshot to a country music version of “Away in a Manger.” Then he leans close to me and said, “I thought you’d be with Jonah. Or have you run away? Are you safe? If you feel unsafe, just say so. Or nod. If he threatened you if you say anything, just nod.”

At another time, I might be amused or moved by Kip’s would-be rescue. As it is, I’m appalled. “Jonah hasn’t threatened me! He hasn’t hurt anyone.”

Kip folds his arms in front of his chest. The fuchsia My Little Pony Band-Aids on his hand clash with his neon orange manicure. “That’s not what the police think.”

I want to scream. “Was it online? On the news?”

“What? No. He’s not even at person-of-interest level yet. No chance the police would release his name to the public.”

“Then how do you know?”

“Why do you still doubt my sources? Do you really want to know how high it goes?”

Usually Kip’s secretiveness amuses me. Not today. “Yes. I want to know. If you’re helping spread a really ugly lie about Jonah Marks? You’re damned straight I’m going to find out ‘how high it goes.’ And if you won’t tell me, I’ll learn who will.”

“Whoa, whoa, hold it.” Kip holds up his hands in surrender. “I’m not spreading anything. All right? I heard what I heard, and I figured you either already knew or needed to.”

“Tell me who told you.” I didn’t know I could be this angry at Kip. It’s not like I’d ever hit him, or anyone, but right now I feel like I could rip the blinking blue lights from his desk. Kick down a wall. Something, anything, that would vent some of the fury I feel at hearing Jonah slandered.

In a lower voice, Kip says, “Ryan’s brother Tommy is a police officer working on the case. I was at Ryan’s place when he came by last night. Tommy didn’t refer to Jonah by name, but—he mentioned the ex who’d reported this mystery man was a tennis coach. Also he said the guy was a professor at the university, so he might’ve had contact with the students who were attacked. Also said the suspect was someone with enough money to get a legal ‘dream team,’ so the force wants to have an airtight case before they move. I knew from my contacts in the athletics department that a local tennis coach of the blond and comely variety briefly went out with a certain someone in earth sciences. So obviously Tommy could only have been talking about Jonah.”

Small mercies: That wouldn’t have been obvious to anybody less all-knowing than Kip, except possibly Jonah himself. At least foul gossip about Jonah isn’t making its way around campus—but the situation’s even worse than gossip. The police are focusing their attention on Jonah, hard, probably for lack of other leads. Not only does that mean more harassment in Jonah’s future, but it also means the cops aren’t getting any closer to catching the real Austin Stalker.

“It’s not Jonah,” I say. “I know that, absolutely, one hundred percent. Both nights attacks happened, he was with me.”

Kip breathes out in relief. The cops might doubt my alibi, but he doesn’t. “Last night I could hardly sleep for fear. I would’ve texted you, but Ryan wouldn’t let me. Thank God everything’s all right.”

“It’s anything but all right! You make it sound like the police have already decided he’s guilty!”

“They said they wanted an airtight case, remember?” Kip helps himself to a Hershey’s kiss wrapped in green foil. “They can’t get that if he’s not guilty. So he’ll be cleared sooner or later.”

“Ever seen a news story about someone getting out of prison after 30 years because DNA evidence finally cleared them? Innocent people can be convicted, Kip. It might not happen often, but it happens.” I lean against his desk, weak with exhaustion and horror.

Kip, on the other hand, has cheered up considerably. “One truth of our justice system—usually a horribly unfair truth—works to our advantage in this case. Innocent people are indeed convicted from time to time. But innocent rich people? Not so much.”

Okay, he has a point there. But while prison might be the worst potential consequence of this meaningless witch hunt, it’s not the only trouble Jonah could face. “What happens if this spreads around campus, though? Just being a suspect could ruin his life. Rumors like that could keep him from getting tenure. Discourage top students from coming to UT to work with him. Alienate him from the few friends he has.”

Kip reaches out with both hands to take mine; his manicure puts my ragged nails to shame. “I swear to you, I’m the only person on campus who knows anything about this. And if I hear any rumors—and believe me, I would hear—I’ll stomp them like cockroaches. We’ll make sure the record is set straight.”

If anyone can do it, Kip can. The knot of tension in my chest loosens slightly, and I feel as if I can breathe again. “Okay. Thank you.”

After all that, I need something to brace me. The department’s new, top-notch coffee machine beckons, complete with its shiny foil packets offering me any number of caffeine options. A mocha sounds about right—the oomph of coffee and the comfort of chocolate. It’s still eleven whole minutes before I have to be in the exam room; that’s enough time to recharge.

As I stand in the tiny break room watching the machine brew my mocha, Kip walks in behind me. Although he picks up one of the paper cups, like he’s here for coffee too, we both know better.

We stand there awkwardly for several seconds, staring at the stupid plastic stirrers, before Kip says, quietly, “Why do you think the coach told the police to suspect Jonah?”

“I—” What is the smallest sliver of the truth that will work? “They broke up badly.”

“I’d heard they weren’t even together that long. And making your ex a suspect in a criminal investigation? That’s pretty high-octane revenge. Like, one step removed from Jodi Arias.”

“It wasn’t about revenge, I don’t think.” While I don’t want any creepy false rumors about Jonah to circulate around campus, I also don’t want to slander this woman I never met, who almost certainly thinks her suspicions are legitimate.

Kip purses his lips. “Then why?”

The machine finishes making my coffee. As the last drops of mocha fall into my cup, I take it in both hands. Warmth radiates through my palms; until now, I hadn’t realized how cold my fingers had become.

This is Kip’s cue to start making his own drink, which he does. Nor does he press me for an answer to his last question. But just as I’m walking out of the break room, he says, “The hottest ones always have a dark side, don’t they?”

“Not always,” I say as I go. I’d like to think that’s true.

And neither Kip nor anyone else needs to understand the truth behind Jonah’s darkness.





 Ten

“So this is the famous Joooooooo-nah,” Liz says, subtle as a lightning strike. She shifts her white wine into her other hand so she can shake Jonah’s. All around us, family friends and Chloe’s pals mill around in cocktail dresses and suits; Christmas music plays just loud enough to be heard amid the buzz of the crowd. Liz’s grin is brighter than the chandelier overhead. “I’ve heard so much about you, Mr. Marks! Can’t wait to find out if it’s true.”

From anyone else, this would be unbearably obnoxious. But this is Liz Marceau, my friend since we were six years old. Our parents were in the same clubs, sent us to the posh Sacred Heart Academy, and lived only a few blocks apart in the Garden District, also known as the most enviable section of town. And Liz and I were both, always, so over it.

Thank God for her, because if I hadn’t had one person in my life always confirming that this high-society stuff was bullshit, I’m not sure I could have remained sane.

Jonah glances at me, like, How much did you tell her? I just laugh. “Don’t let Liz psych you out.”

“I cull the weak ones from the herd,” Liz says as she lifts her glass for another sip. “Only the strongest survive to date my friend.”

 “I’ll do my best,” Jonah replies, straight-faced. The glint of humor in his gray eyes tells me he can deal with Liz, which is a relief. Not everyone can. But that’s exactly why I love her; she is boldly, unapologetically herself in a way few other people are. She had that talent when she was six. I hope I’ll master it by the time I’m sixty.

Liz is nearly as tall as Jonah, and—Rubenesque is the euphemism my mother uses, though Liz is on a kick about “reclaiming the word fat” as empowerment. But it’s hard to imagine her needing more power. Her hair is the most stunning red I’ve ever seen, and she’s wearing a turquoise dress that stands out from the dark-clad crowd so vividly that it acts as her own personal spotlight. Right now, she’s shining that hot light on us too.

Technically this is Chloe’s party. She and Anthony have always thrown a holiday bash together, which I was always told was the “hit of the season.” Happily I never had to find out for myself. Since she’s throwing it alone this year, she decided to have it here at my parents’ house. Some of the faces around me are unfamiliar—people she met through Anthony, no doubt. I guess they’re not yet to the point of figuring out who gets which friends in the divorce. But she still hangs out with her high school set, who have become sleeker and harder in the last decade. What do they see when they look at me?

Then again, most of them aren’t looking at me. I might be wearing my best cocktail dress—dark red, sequined, modestly hemmed near the knee but plunging in the front. I’ve done my hair, worn my highest silver shoes. But I’m standing next to Jonah Marks.

He wears a suit cut so closely to his body that I’d assume it was custom tailored if I didn’t know Jonah doesn’t give a damn about these things. But he’s built the way designers wish every man would be. That’s why the charcoal-gray fabric drapes perfectly across his wide shoulders and narrow waist. The shade of his suit turns his eyes almost blue. If Jonah’s not the tallest man in the room, he’s close, and certainly he’s the most built. His unstudied elegance contrasts with his brutish strength, and the effect is magnetic. Men glance at him with envy, women with the white-hot longing I know so well. So I’m invisible. It’s a little like being whatever painting hangs beside the Mona Lisa in the Louvre.

I don’t mind; in fact, I’m relieved. After years of homecomings that felt more like cross-examinations, I can finally relax. Is this what it feels like to actually enjoy Christmas?

In the living room, my father sits in his leather armchair, holding court with his friends. He’s not his old boisterous self again; after the heart attack, he might never again be as loud or carefree. But he’s enjoying himself, telling some hoary anecdote his pals will have heard a dozen times before, and they’ll laugh just as hard as they did when they first heard it. Near the fireplace, my mother shows off her granddaughter to her friends, a group of women who look as polished as their daughters. Not one gray hair has escaped being dyed. Libby seems to enjoy the admiration. She twirls so the skirt of her white velvet party dress flares out around her, and all the women laugh in approval.

Nearer us, in the foyer, Chloe stands at the foot of the long staircase, one hand on the wooden banister as if she were posing for a photograph. She’s lost a little weight, and she didn’t have any to lose—but I can’t deny she’s still the most beautiful woman in the room. She always was.

Her blond hair is pulled into a chignon; her strapless black dress flows almost to the floor. She smiles at everyone, hiding the pain she must feel behind a perfect mask of poise and grace. The glittering earrings that dangle almost to her shoulders are undoubtedly real diamonds.

 Anthony must have given those to her.

“Oh, my God, did you hear about Jackson Overstreet?” Liz hasn’t stopped talking the entire time, though mostly she’s been telling Jonah crazy childhood stories about us. But old names have brought up new gossip. “He’s going to seminary!”

“Jackson?” That obnoxious kid I used to hang out with in sixth grade wants to be a priest?

Liz laughs so loud half the people in the party turn to look. “Either the Catholic Church seriously lowered its standards, or we have witnessed a miracle.”

I start laughing too. Surely Jonah can only vaguely appreciate the humor, but he smiles down at me with such warmth that I feel like I could glow.

Later, while Liz is getting another glass of wine, I whisper to him, “Thanks for being such a good sport about this.”

“You don’t have to thank me for enjoying a party.” Jonah brushes his fingers along my cheek.

“Oh, come on. You can’t enjoy hearing endless anecdotes about people you never met.”

“I enjoy seeing you this happy.”

I am happy—and he is too. Our fears and troubles seem as if they took place a hundred years ago, or in a bad dream that faded with dawn.

We’re in the middle of a party, surrounded by a crush of people on all sides, and I don’t even care. I stroke two fingers down the length of his midnight-blue silk tie. “I’m not having so much fun that I couldn’t leave a little early.”

His smile widens into a grin; his hand finds my arm and grips it just tightly enough to suggest what he’ll do later. Not enough for anyone around us to understand. Just me. “You like the tie?”

“Mmmm-hmm.”

 He leans closer and whispers, “It would make a good blindfold.”

Oh, Merry Christmas to me.

•   •   •

Two hours later, I’m wearing my red sequined cocktail dress, a midnight blue silk tie around my eyes, and absolutely nothing else.

Jonah pulled off my underwear a few minutes ago. Used his belt to bind my arms to the bedpost, and the terry-cloth tie of the hotel robe to lash my ankles together. I still don’t understand that, but he’ll make me understand when he’s ready. Not before.

Normally Jonah would be talking dirty to me around now. But tonight, he remained “himself” until he had me bound and blindfolded like this. Now that he’s tied me up, he goes silent.

I can hear only my breath and his, and the footsteps coming closer. Then his hand goes to the neckline of my dress. His fingertips are rough against the skin between my breasts. The fabric is drapey enough for him to push it aside, baring my breast. As his thumb runs over my nipple, I suck in a breath—and then he squeezes, hard. I bite my lip to keep from crying out.

He grasps my other breast in turn, tugging and pinching until both of my nipples are swollen and tender. Right on the edge between pleasure and pain. I twist away from him, drawing my bound legs up to my chest, but Jonah’s strong hands push me onto my back again. Not savagely—he’s firm, inexorable, silent. An unknown force taking charge of my body and denying me even the knowledge of how I affect him.

It’s distant. Almost contemptuous. But this works on me too. This powerful, unspeaking stranger will use my body however he wants. He erases my will. Now I’m his plaything, nothing more.

The mattress dips and creaks as he climbs onto the bed. His knees press down on either side of my shoulders; the fabric of his suit trousers rubs against my exposed, sensitive breasts, and I stifle a whimper. He rests enough of his weight on me to have me completely pinned down.

He unbuckles his belt slowly so I have to listen and wait. The purr of his zipper goes almost tooth by tooth. I even hear the soft sound of his fingers taking hold of his cock.

The head bumps against my cheek. His hand grips my face tightly, forcing my jaw open. I couldn’t turn my head if I tried.

Jonah makes not one sound, even as he pushes his cock inside my mouth.

He’s so goddamned huge. Not only long but thick, so thick that it’s hard for me to blow him even when I can move my head, angle my throat. Now it’s all I can do to take him in. Jonah rocks his hips forward and back—again slowly, so much so that I can tell he’s determined to stretch this out. That he likes me struggling beneath him, mouth open obscenely wide.

Pre-come is thick around my tongue now, and I manage to swallow. The contraction of my mouth and throat is enough to make him thrust in deeper, almost choking me. But that’s the only sign he gives of how turned on he is, that and the fact that I keep having to swallow, faster and faster, just to keep breathing. Jonah just keeps moving at this same maddeningly slow tempo, wordless, like some machine built to rape me.

I cough around him and feel his pre-come on my lips, on my chin. He pulls out then, pausing one long moment to rub the head of his cock around my messy face, like he’s marking me as his own. Then he climbs off me and off the bed.

At first I just pant for breath. But before I’ve even begun to recover, his broad hand grasps the tie binding my ankles and pulls me down, toward the side of the bed. My arms stretch—not to the point of pain, but enough to make me gasp—and my ass is now at the edge of the mattress.

 Jonah pushes both my legs straight up, toes to the ceiling. My cunt is exposed, and he slides two fingers inside. Still he goes slowly, inspecting me, testing me. But I know he can feel how wet I am.

Then he wraps one arm around my legs, clutching them against his shoulder so I can’t move. He withdraws his fingers only to replace them with his cock.

When he does it like this—pushing in inch by inch, making me wait for it—I feel every single sensation. The way my cunt burns as he forces me wider to take him. The wetness around him, slicking my thighs. Even the heat of his body coming closer to mine until he’s finally buried in me up to the hilt.

For one long moment he remains still inside me. But then his grip tightens around my legs and he goes mad.

I cry out as he begins fucking me, hard, fast, and merciless. He’s so deep inside, like he’s getting to the core of me with every single savage thrust. With my legs up like this, I’m totally vulnerable; it feels rougher than ever before.

And I love it. I love it.

Having my legs bound together also means there’s tight pressure on my clit the entire time. Each time he pounds into me, my thighs pulse, and it’s like I’m getting stroked faster and faster. I thrash my head to the side—it’s the only way I can move—trying to fight it. Though really I just want to stay here in this moment when pleasure is welling inside me, flooding me, drowning everything else.

Jonah thrusts in one final time—the hardest of all. His body shudders against mine as he grunts in carnal satisfaction. Even as I hear it, I come too, and the world is swallowed by the power of it. The sounds coming from my throat must be savage, but I can’t listen. I can’t know. I don’t care.

He remains inside, maybe still spending into me, for what seems like a long time. When he pulls out, he folds my legs to the side. He unties my ankles first, only then crawling up the bed to push the blindfold from my face. Only one dim lamp is lit in the far corner of the room, but I still squint against the light. Jonah is dark and indistinct to my blinking eyes.

“Okay?” he whispers.

“Much better than okay.” I lick my lips, tasting his salt. “God, Jonah, that was incredible.”

“That’s how Vikings used to rape their captives. I read it once. Never stopped thinking about it.”

Maybe I should find that fascination of his disturbing, but how can I, when I share it? “It’s brutal.”

“That’s why I like doing it to you.” His eyes are clear to me now. I see no hint of the unease that shadowed our game at his apartment, the last time he tied me. Then he was the one who hid his face.

But maybe we’re getting back to where we were. Jonah learned my truth and came all the way back to me anyway. It feels like a miracle.

“Untie my hands,” I whisper. “I want to hold you.”

He does.

•   •   •

The strangest thing about Christmas Day is how strange it isn’t—or, to be more accurate, how completely my family refuses to acknowledge that anything has changed. Chloe and Libby remain at my parents’ house throughout as if they did this every year. When I kneel beside the tree to tuck my gifts into the pile, with a jolt I see Anthony’s name on one of the tags, nestled between gold and silver ribbons. Did my mother buy them before Chloe threw him out, or did she simply refuse to admit they wouldn’t patch it up by December twenty-fifth?

The pretense applies to my father’s health too. He’s recovered well enough to go up and down the stairs, which is better than I thought he’d be at this stage. But he still drives the car when he and Mom leave the house. Still eats terrible food and has a cocktail with dinner. I say nothing but stare pointedly at his glass, to no avail.

Dad’s better at not seeing things than I thought he was. It makes me wonder how much he chose not to see, back when I was fourteen—

—but I can’t afford to think like that. I clung to my dad so tightly in those months after the rape because he felt like the one safe person in my family, maybe the last person who really loved me. If I ever came to think of that as a lie, I don’t know what it would do to me.

Jonah’s presence here is both the strangest thing about this holiday and the best. It’s like everyone but Libby remains in a perpetual state of surprise that he’s here, that he’s amazing, and that he loves me.

When my mother asks if I’ve gained weight, Jonah says nothing, but smiles at me and runs his hand along my waist in a way that’s not blatantly sexual—yet makes it clear that he’s happy with my body just the way it is. Chloe spends half her time ignoring him, half her time peppering him with cheery questions about Austin. (Never once has she asked me about our best local restaurants.) It’s as if he’s any other guy she met at the cocktail party, one she’s subtly flirting with by giving him only small tastes of her interest. This doesn’t mean she’s coming on to Jonah; Chloe flirts with pretty much any man she meets. That’s how she measures her inner worth.

Maybe, now that Anthony’s gone, my sister can find a deeper source of self-respect. At the moment, though, she’s still newly severed from the “perfect life” she thought she had two months ago. So I try not to judge her. And I don’t ask about Anthony once.

But Jonah and I are doing some selective forgetting of our own. The threat of the Stalker feels like something we left behind in Austin—both the real menace he represents and the false suspicion directed at Jonah. More than that, the awkwardness that had haunted our games has faded away again. He and I have been set free.

By Christmas lunch, I’m as blissed-out as I’ve been in years. Carols are playing, my parents’ house smells like candles and cinnamon, and my cream-colored cowl-neck sweater has long sleeves with holes for my thumbs. It hides the bruises on my wrists.

“Honestly,” my mother sniffs as Libby unwraps the gift I gave her—the Lego science lab kit. “Do you have to give such political presents?”

“What’s political about it?” I curl into Jonah’s side and smile up at her in innocence. Mom is, of course, referring to the fact that this is the kit with female scientists, but she won’t say so out loud. She sends messages with her own gifts too, always giving me kitchen items more appropriate for a bridal registry than the tiny kitchen in my rental home; last year it was a marble cookie jar that weighed at least ten pounds.

Happily, Libby’s too delighted with her present to notice our comments. “This is cool. They have all these test tubes and stuff! You’re a scientist, aren’t you, Uncle Jonah? Do you have test tubes?”

“No.” Jonah leans forward to inspect the set as seriously as he would a piece of equipment delivered to his own lab. “We use seismographs. This panel here—that looks a little like a seismograph. So your lab can have one.”

“They can be volcano scientists!” Libby begins tearing into the box with gusto. “You can show me how to set it up, right?”

Jonah nods, ready to get to work, but Chloe cuts in. “Olivia, sweetheart, don’t forget, you’re leaving to go see Daddy in only an hour.”

My entire body goes rigid. But Libby wriggles in anticipation. “Are my presents for Daddy all wrapped?”

 “Of course they are.” Chloe’s smile is brittle. “Remember? You stuck the bows on yourself.”

“How’re y’all handling that?” Dad asks as he pours himself a Bloody Mary.

Chloe clutches her club soda like it’s pure gin. “I’ll drive her to the theater out on Clearview. Anthony’s going to take Libby to a movie, that new animated one, oh, what’s it called—”

“You could come too, Mommy. If you wanted.” The hope in Libby’s face tears my heart out.

“No,” Chloe says, too sharply, then tries to soften it. “This is a special treat for you and your father.”

Jonah hesitates for a moment before he says, “Do you want Vivienne and me to drive her there instead? That would give me a chance to talk with Libby about building her lab.”

The kindness he’s offering Chloe touches me. It would be a treat for me as well—a chance to watch my attacker wilt against Jonah—but if Jonah realizes that, he doesn’t confront my sister with that. He’s even worded his suggestion in a way that will make Libby feel like it’s all about her. For the first time this entire holiday, Chloe’s expression softens until her smile looks real. “That’s all right. I can manage. But I appreciate the offer.”

Once Chloe and Libby are gone, my father lies down for a nap and my mother begins an array of phone calls to friends and family. Jonah and I are left alone in the living room, on the long velvet sofa, to exchange our own gifts. I bought him a messenger bag large enough to double as a weekender, which seemed about right for a guy who might have to dash off to another country at a moment’s notice—or head out to the cabin where he’ll possess me for three days straight. The honey-colored leather already has the softness of a well-worn antique. When he runs his hands along the strap and smiles, I know I chose well.

 “This is perfect,” he says, leaning close to kiss my temple. His eyelashes flutter against my skin; even that small a touch makes me shiver. “You know me.”

“Better believe it.”

He kisses my mouth, hardly more than a brush. Even as I lean forward for another, Jonah pulls back and hands me my own gift, a small box wrapped in the kind of shiny white paper only used by good stores. Hmm, promising. I slide a fingernail beneath the tape, and unfold the paper, which is creased as neatly as an origami swan. Then I lift up the lid and see—

—you know, I’d guessed it was going to be jewelry. Small box, not particularly heavy, yadda yadda. So I’d envisioned a pretty chain, or a bracelet.

Instead I see a pair of earrings, square-cut sapphires that must be a carat each, if not more. Their facets capture the light; the vivid cobalt color is so deep it feels as if I could dive inside. “Jonah,” I whisper. “They’re—oh, my God, they’re so beautiful.”

He smiles, runs his thumb along one of my earlobes. “Glad you like.”

Maybe I should be more sophisticated about this, but I can’t help it. I blurt out, “These had to cost more than my car.”

Jonah laughs out loud. “Do you enjoy them?”

“I love them. I’ve never had anything this beautiful.”

“Then they’re worth every cent.” He leans closer and whispers, “I want you to wear them tonight. These and nothing else.”

Oh, yes. I pull Jonah in for a kiss—but at that moment, his phone rings.

We hesitate, wondering whether or not to ignore it, until Jonah recognizes the ring tone. “It’s Maddox.”

The guy ought to get to talk to his brother on Christmas. Besides, I’ll have Jonah to myself again later. “Better pick up then.”

Jonah’s smile gentles as he pulls me against his side with one arm and answers his phone with the other. “Mad! Merry Christmas. How’s it going?”

That’s the most animated I’ve heard Jonah with anyone besides me. Although he’d told me that he and his siblings were close, witnessing it for myself makes me so happy. At least something from Jonah’s early life hasn’t been poisoned. It feels like one more perfect moment in a nearly perfect day—

Before Jonah’s face goes pale, and he whispers, “Shit.”

“What?” I can resist butting in. “What’s wrong?” Has his mother done something disastrous? Or has someone else in the family been hurt?

Instead Jonah says, “My stepfather found out about the—the situation with the police in Austin.”

I don’t understand how that happened, but I also don’t understand why it’s so disastrous. “Is he using that against your mother?”

He laughs, and it’s a terrible sound. “Carter’s using it against me.”

What could Carter Maddox Hale do? What kind of power does he still hold over Jonah?

I realize I’m about to find out.





 Eleven

“Chicago? Tomorrow?” Dad still can’t wrap his mind around it. “Awfully late notice. You’ll pay through the nose for the tickets.”

Jonah gives me a look across the dinner table, through the red candles and glittery gold pinecones my mother considers a centerpiece. “. . . I see Vivienne never told you about my father.”

“Is he a pilot?” Libby pipes up.

As Jonah begins telling the story of Oceanic Airlines—and Mom starts to glow like she swallowed the Christmas tree lights—my phone buzzes in the pocket of my sweater. I didn’t even remember I’d left it in there instead of my purse. Bad manners to text at the table, but I decide to sneak a quick glimpse. It’s probably a friend wishing me Merry Christmas, just something to bring a smile to my face . . . and make me forget about the dollar signs that seem to be appearing in my mother’s eyes.

But the words on my screen have nothing to do with happy holidays.

It’s from Geordie.

I’m sorry I know you’re busy but I’m having a bad night, Viv, a really bad night and if you get a chance please call.

 My gut drops. I tuck the phone back in my pocket, murmur, “Excuse me,” and head for the guest bathroom.

Geordie picks up on the first ring. “Oh, God love you, Viv.”

I let him get away with the Viv. “What’s wrong? You haven’t—”

“No. But—I’m so fucking embarrassed.” He speaks so hoarsely that I realize, with a pang, he’s been crying. “I spent the morning with Carmen and Arturo and Shay, and it was great. I mean, really great. And then I came back to my apartment complex, and the neighbors were having a holiday get-together, and they said, ‘Oh, come on inside, have a drink with us!’ And I thought, it would be shitty for me to blow them off on Christmas, wouldn’t it? They wouldn’t understand. So I went in.”

I lean back against the bathroom door, free hand to my temple. “What then?”

“The usual. Novelty hats and that fucking chipmunk song and—bottles and bottles just lined up for the taking. And I saw a Pepsi can, and just blurted out that I wanted a Pepsi. I loathe Pepsi.”

Choked up as I am, I have to laugh. “That’s good, though, right? You were in a dangerous situation. You recognized it, took care of yourself, and when you needed help, you called for it. That’s pretty frickin’ great, actually.”

“I left after only a few minutes.” But his voice sounds weak. “The party’s still going on, though. Music and laughter coming through the walls.”

He can’t stay there by himself; I can’t get to him or stay on the phone for the next few hours.

“You need to call someone. Your AA sponsor? Carmen?”

“Carmen and company have already put up with me for hours today—”

“It’s okay. I promise.” His sponsor must be out of town for Christmas. “She’ll meet you someplace, even come get you.”

 “They were going to go see a movie. Her and Arturo. The Alamo Drafthouse.”

Then Carmen’s phone will be off. Nobody texts at the Drafthouse, because management will throw you out on your ass. “Then get in the car and drive to Arturo and Shay’s place. Shay is at home with the baby, right?”

“She’s got one helpless person to look after. She doesn’t need two.”

“You are not helpless.” Geordie has to believe me. If he thinks he can’t make it, he won’t. “You can help yourself by getting in the car and driving. I’ll call ahead for you if you want.”

“And then what, exactly?”

“Then you watch TV! Or you talk. Or, I don’t know, you do some laundry and change some diapers so Shay can sleep for more than two hours in a row. It doesn’t matter as long as you don’t go to that party again. Okay?”

After a moment of silence, he sighs. “Stay on the phone with me until I’m in the car, all right?”

I do. When I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I see how pale I look. How frazzled. Only the sapphires at my ears provide any hint of how happy this morning was.

Finally I hear the key turn in the ignition, and I let out a heavy breath. “See? You did it. Victory.”

“Oh, is this what winning feels like?” Geordie’s laugh is weak. “It sucks more than I’d thought it would.”

But he hangs up to drive, which is when I phone Shay. As I’d known she would, she readily agrees to take him in. “We should’ve insisted he stay. Or I should’ve made Arturo take Geordie to the movies with them.”

“No, no. You guys have been terrific. Just keep being terrific awhile longer.” I think fast. “And don’t make plans for New Year’s. Tell everybody I’m going to throw a party without alcohol.”

 “Oh, sure, now that I’ve had the baby and can drink again, that’s when you start having booze-free parties.” But Shay’s protest is good-natured. She’s on board.

Once I come back to my seat, Jonah gives me an inquisitive glance. I simply shake my head, like, no big deal.

Only then does it occur to me that I haven’t told Jonah about Geordie’s drinking problem, or his decision to quit. Telling Carmen, Arturo, and Shay was one thing; they’re Geordie’s friends too, and needed to know so they’d be able to help him at moments like this. Jonah and Geordie have only met once, and while they were congenial enough, there was no mistaking the ex-boyfriend/new-boyfriend bristling between them.

Although I know Jonah would understand, in the end, this isn’t his business. Geordie deserves some privacy, some dignity. There’s no need to get into it with anyone else.

And it’s not like Jonah and I don’t have enough to worry about already.

•   •   •

We leave my parents’ house as early as we possibly can, begging off to pack and get ready for the trip tomorrow. “Besides,” I say as we head for the door, “We’ll need to swing by the mall so I can get a coat. Jonah too, I guess. We didn’t bring anything warm enough for Chicago.”

“Exactly,” Jonah says. Although he smiles, I can see the strain just beneath the surface. I wonder if my family can too. Certainly Chloe’s eyes have taken on an avid gleam of curiosity. But it doesn’t matter. They know nothing; there’s really nothing for them to know; and this will all be over soon.

“It was so lovely to spend more time with you, Jonah,” my mother fawns. Her avarice is so naked as to be humiliating. “Vivienne, you bring him back with you as soon as you can.”

 Dad’s liking is more genuine. “Glad I finally got to talk with you. You have a good trip home now.”

“Yes, sir,” Jonah says. It touches me in a way I can’t define to hear him call my father sir, to pay him that small respect.

I kneel at the stoop to hug Libby tightly. As she hugs back, says, “You’ll come home for Carnival, won’t you, Aunt Vivi?”

Normally I try to stay with Liz as much as possible during the Mardi Gras season, but this year I can endure a little more family time. “You know it. You think I’m going to let you get all the beads?”

Libby grins with the confidence of a child in the age range known in New Orleans as “bead bait”—cute enough to throw to, agile enough to catch. “I’m going to get them all. Could I catch beads on your shoulders, Uncle Jonah? You’re so tall that I would be high above everybody!”

“Sure,” he says. “Of course.”

I don’t think he actually heard a word she said. But he hugs her good-bye too.

Somehow, Jonah holds it together until we’re in the car.

As soon he slams his door shut, though, he leans forward, hands braced against the dash. “Son of a bitch,” he whispers. “Son of a bitch.”

“What’s going on? How did Carter find out you were, I don’t know, a person of interest or whatever it is?” Kip swore almost nobody in Austin knew, so how could the news have reached Chicago already?

Jonah closes his eyes. “After the police questioned me, I contacted a lawyer with the family firm. If he discussed what I told him with anyone else, the information could’ve gotten back to Carter—if he didn’t just go straight to Carter with it in the first place.”

“But that’s a breach of confidentiality, isn’t it?”

 “Yes. And if that’s how this happened, I’m going to get that guy disbarred. That doesn’t change the fact that the news is out.”

I search desperately for a bright side. “Hey. This is upsetting, I know, but it’s not like he can do anything to you. Carter Hale doesn’t control the Austin police department.” Then I remember how I learned about all Jonah’s crazy family drama: CNN. Kip and Carmen already knew tons of details I didn’t simply from reading the tabloids. “Oh, my God. Is Carter talking to the press about this?”

“No. Not yet, anyway.” Jonah tenses his hands, like he wishes he could punch his way through this problem. “Carter’s going after the only thing he really cares about—the money.”

I think of the sapphire earrings, notice the heavy gold watch around Jonah’s wrist. Although he leads a fairly normal lifestyle, a handful of his possessions and gifts hint at the incredible wealth he inherited. And yet, I’ve never believed the money meant very much to Jonah.

“You don’t care about the cash,” I said. “You just don’t want Carter to get his hands on one more thing that doesn’t belong to him.”

Jonah nods without even looking at me. He took it for granted that I’d understand; we’ve built that much trust.

I put one hand on his shoulder. “How does that work, though? The money’s yours. It’s not like you’d lose it if you were convicted of a crime—much less just because someone somewhere suspects you.”

He slumps back into his seat, as if the weight of three decades with Carter Hale just hit him all at once. Dully he replies, “My inheritance from my father is tied up in a trust. Usually trusts like that expire when the kids turn eighteen or twenty-one, but for some goddamned reason my father made ours contingent on the approval of the executor.”

 “Who’s the executor?” I thought that was always one of the lawyers.

“My mother, who thinks we’d abandon her if we could access the funds ourselves. She might be right.” Jonah looks over at me, as if he thinks I’ll be horrified by that, and only slowly relaxes as he remembers that I know just how he feels. “So she withholds her approval, and Rebecca and I stay on the leash—at least, that’s how Mom sees it.”

The trap is laid so perfectly, poised to spring no matter which way Jonah and his sister jump. “If you maintain ties with the trust, your mother and stepfather get to interfere with your life. If you cut ties with the trust, your stepfather wins, and you don’t want to give him the satisfaction.”

“It’s not that petty.” Then Jonah catches himself. “When it comes to Carter, I can be petty—but this is important. If I cut myself off from the trust, or if I’m cut off legally, my share of Oceanic stock will be sold. Carter already owns a large block of the airline outright, and if he buys my share, he’ll have authority over the entire company. And that means he’ll effectively control Rebecca’s money from now on. If I walk away, he steals one more thing that should never have been his. No, more than that. He wins.”

I know very little about trusts, but what Jonah’s already told me allows me to draw some conclusions. “Trusts sometimes have conditions, don’t they? Certain things the recipients have to do, or not do.”

He nods. “One of the things we can’t do is ‘engage in morally deviant and criminal behavior.’ Once that was used to force women to hide their sexual activity, or to keep anyone from openly living with someone of the same sex. These days, no judge would rule that anybody who was gay or living together before marriage was morally deviant, much less criminal. But a rapist? That counts.”

 Carter wants to use the false accusation against Jonah as a way to grab Oceanic Airlines, the family money, and power over Jonah and his sister. And even without having met the man, I know he’ll never, ever let go.

“He’ll fail,” I say, sure it must be true. “You haven’t been convicted. You haven’t even been charged, and you won’t be.”

At last Jonah looks over at me, and the desolation I see in his eyes is terrible. “We know I’m innocent. Carter doesn’t.”

That’s when it hits me. Carter knows what he did to Jonah’s mother; he knows what he made Jonah watch, over and over and over, for years. So when he heard that Jonah was suspected of rape—he believed he’d made Jonah in his own image. He thinks his conditioning worked. Carter looks at Jonah and sees the reincarnation of his younger self, no longer cruel only to one woman, but unleashed on the world.

To Carter, the mere accusation would have been confirmation. Proof is irrelevant.

I reach across the front seat of the car to take Jonah’s hand. “Carter Hale doesn’t know you.”

“Oh, yes he does. He knows me in ways no one else does, because he made me what I am. He trained me. He designed me.” Jonah’s laugh is broken. “No, he’s never made me attack an innocent woman. But he made me dream about it. Made me want it.”

“Jonah—”

“I have to go to Chicago,” he says. I’m not sure he even noticed interrupting me. Already, his mind has focused wholly on the fight to come. “Carter’s going to press his advantage hard, and immediately. If I don’t head him off now, in person, it’ll be too late. I’m sorry.”

That makes me frown. “Sorry?”

“That I have to leave you the day after Christmas.”

 “But I’m coming with you.”

He acts as if I spoke in some unknown language. “We don’t have to explain the trip to your family anymore. You can go home to Austin.”

“And do what? Spend days panicking about you?” It never occurred to me that Jonah might believe I’d only promised to stay at his side to keep my parents in the dark. “No way. I’m going to Chicago.”

When I say it, I’m braced for a fight. Jonah seems dead set on a course of action that won’t involve me. He’s plunging into a family drama so byzantine that mine looks almost well-balanced by comparison. All I know about any of this is what he’s told me: I’ve never even been to Chicago. So I expect him to say, You shouldn’t get mixed up in this, you don’t understand, I can do this on my own.

Instead, Jonah tilts his head, his expression disbelieving. “You’d do that?”

“Come with you to Chicago? Of course I would. I mean, you came here with me.”

“It’s not the same thing. This is going to be—so much worse.”

I try to envision what my life would’ve been like if Anthony had controlled my entire childhood. If he now possessed enough money and power to essentially hold my entire family hostage. Carter Hale has done that, has targeted Jonah and his siblings their whole lives. When I show up in Chicago by Jonah’s side, I’ll essentially be joining him in the center of the bull’s-eye.

“That doesn’t matter,” I say. “Your battles are my battles, Jonah. I go where you go.”

He pulls me close, a swift desperate movement, as if I were about to be torn away from him instead of sitting beside him in the front seat of the car. Rain has begun to patter down on the windshield. Christmas is being washed away.

“Thank you.” That’s all Jonah says. Just from the way he speaks the words, I know people haven’t come through for him very often. I doubt he’s given them the chance as an adult. He grew up being betrayed by the people who were supposed to love him the most, time after time, night after night.

Jonah doesn’t yet believe someone could stand by him no matter what. I’d say that was the saddest thing I’ve ever seen—if I hadn’t felt that way too, before Jonah.

Maybe we can make each other believe.





 Twelve

Holy crap, Chicago is cold.

It’s not as if I didn’t know it would be. Like everyone else, I’ve seen countless Weather Channel updates on the city being buried knee-deep in snow. Flying at Christmastime has taught me that if O’Hare gets closed for winter storms, the entire nation’s air traffic becomes paralyzed. Yesterday we drove to the Canal Place mall, where I fought my way through postholiday bargain hunters in order to nab a long white puffy coat, lined snow boots and red leather gloves, all items of clothing rarely required in Texas or Louisiana. So I thought I was prepared.

Nope.

The chill bites into your flesh, gnaws your bones. Even after Jonah and I dash from the taxi into the sumptuous lobby of the Drake Hotel, I continue shivering until we’re in our room. Immediately I grab the ornamental half blanket on the bottom of the bed and wrap it around my shoulders as a makeshift shawl. Jonah cracks a smile for the first time today. “Hothouse flower.”

“Okay, buddy, come to New Orleans in July, and we’ll see how fast you wilt.”

 “I’ve survived Texas in summer. I think I can handle New Orleans.”

“Maybe.” They all say that until they discover the humidity never goes below eighty-five percent.

The smile fades from his face almost instantly. “I only have an hour and a half until the meeting. We should get settled in.”

“Meeting? Today?” He hasn’t said a word about it.

Jonah doesn’t look up as he begins unpacking with near-military efficiency. I wonder if this is a habit he’s picked up through years of traveling for work, or whether this is just his way. “I e-mailed the lawyer I spoke to and told him I intended to have a conference with him today at four P.M., regarding his duty of confidentiality to me as a client. He knows he fucked up; more than that, he knows he could get sued or disbarred. So when he said he could make the meeting, I wasn’t surprised.”

I wonder if the lawyer had to cancel a ski trip or something because of this. It would be the least he deserved for betraying Jonah.

“Is that all there is to it?” I ask. When Jonah looks up from his suitcase, I say, “You’re tense. Way more tense than you would be if you were just going to take this guy down.”

“That might be all there is to it—but it could get more complicated.”

Before I can even ask how, I know the answer. “Carter’s going to be there.”

“Possibly. Probably. This lawyer could’ve tipped him off. Or if the leak was someone else within the firm, they might have told Carter instead. And at this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if my son of a bitch stepfather were having me followed.” Jonah’s jaw tenses, his frustration and anger boiling just beneath the surface. “I give him a seventy-five percent chance of showing up.”

“What about your mother?”

 “She’s currently ‘regaining her mental stability.’ Which for most people would mean actually obtaining psychological help. In this case? It means Carter sweet-talked her into another reconciliation and packed her off to a spa in Arizona.” He sighs heavily. “We don’t have to worry about her, at least. Just Carter. But that’s enough.”

I take a deep breath. “Okay. We’ll be ready.”

“You don’t have to come to this meeting.”

“Do you think I flew all the way up here to sit in this hotel room? No way. I told you—where you go, I go.”

Jonah takes a step toward me, and I see how concerned he is. As if I were the one about to face my worst enemy. “It’s going to get rough.”

“I can handle rough. You should know.”

•   •   •

Chicago isn’t a city you often hear described as beautiful—but it is, with a downtown as spectacular as any I’ve ever seen. With the river winding its way through the heart of the city, you get an astonishing view of the skyscrapers that line every one of the broad streets. And each building seems to be more awe-inspiring than the last, whether they’re century-old structures made of white stone or asymmetrical buildings of metal and glass that look more like something from a sci-fi novel.

“When you’re a kid growing up and you hear about the big city, this is what you imagine it looking like,” I say to Jonah in the back of the cab. “Not like New York, where everything’s piled up on top of you so you can hardly see. Like this.”

Jonah shakes his head, but fondly. “Chicago has its moments.”

Snow continues to come down, endless fat flakes that show no sign of stopping. Piles a couple feet deep line the sidewalks. Yet the streets are totally clear, no doubt thanks to salt trucks like the one I saw rattle by a few minutes ago. People trundle along the streets bundled in their thick coats and mufflers like the Michelin Man. The surface of the river has a dull quality—not frozen over, but slushy, threatening to turn. Yet it remains beautiful in its stark way.

The building we walk into is as imposing inside as out. Black granite lines the floors and walls; large silver letters on the wall spell out the name of the law firm . . . and the Hale Hotels Group LLC, and Oceanic Airlines. All of this belongs to Carter Hale and the Marks family. Every story, every stone.

On duty is a tired security guard, who perks up considerably when she sees Jonah’s ID. We pass through a sleek metal turnstile before finding the walls of elevator banks, each one handling twenty stories. At first I’m slightly disappointed we’re headed to a lower floor: Looking at a view would help me maintain my calm during the confrontation to come. Seeing a whole city splayed beneath you gives you perspective. Then I realize that of course the lawyers have to take the bottom of the building. They’re only here to serve the more important businesses above. And I’d bet anything Carter Hale has nabbed himself an office on the top floor.

Jonah remains silent. But if the lawyers think that means he’s unsure, they’re in for a shock. I know this expression; it’s the dark sky before the storm.

It doesn’t upset me that he seems to have withdrawn. He needs to focus on his enemies, and I’m here because he can take my support for granted. As the red letters above the elevator doors go higher, however, Jonah takes my hand. I squeeze his fingers tightly, a reminder to stay calm—not to let Carter get to him too much.

We’re met at the elevators by a secretary in a suit sleeker than any I’ve ever owned. Jonah and I are only in sweaters and jeans. She takes our bulky coats with the same care she’d use with a floor-length mink, then ushers us down a long corridor and into a meeting room, where four people await us.

Three are anonymous lawyers. One is Carter Maddox Hale.

 “No dramatic entrance this time?” Jonah says. “You’re losing your touch, Carter.”

“We can discuss my losses some other time,” Carter replies smoothly. “Today we’re discussing yours.”

Carter’s face is familiar to me from CNN and the occasional Web page. His hair has mostly turned gray, but is still shot through with blond. The man’s brilliant blue eyes are so arresting they disguise the wrinkles on his face, at least at first glimpse. If I didn’t know what kind of monster he really is, I might think he’d been handsome when he was younger. Instead he turns my stomach.

Jonah takes the chair at the other end of the table, a full seven feet away from the others. I remain at his side.

Carter notices. “I’m going to assume you haven’t hired outside counsel. This must be your . . . assistant.” He pronounces the word as if it were a euphemism for personal escort.

“My name is Vivienne Charles,” I say. “I’m a witness.”

Witness to what, I don’t know, but it’s the first thing that comes to mind. Weirdly enough, that proves effective; a couple of the lawyers straighten, apparently convinced Jonah’s about to deploy some legal gambit they hadn’t anticipated.

Jonah gives me a look; he was ready to defend me. But he doesn’t need to waste any emotional energy on my account. If he lets Carter begin baiting him this early, this confrontation will go downhill fast. Besides, I don’t give a shit what Carter Hale thinks of me.

Maybe Jonah understands this. He turns his attention back to Carter, his tone as hard as steel. “You want to meet with the board of trustees and argue that I should be removed as a beneficiary. It’s not going to work.”

“You’re committing a string of felonies,” Carter shoots back. “That’s more than enough to trigger the morality clause—”

“First, I haven’t been convicted of any crime. Second, I haven’t even been arrested. If your legal eagles are worth the thousands they’re charging you each hour, they’ve told you that both of those things have to happen before you’ve got a chance in hell.” Jonah smiles, thin and joyless. “Third, if you think I’m going to listen to any lectures on morality from you, think again.”

Carter isn’t fazed. “You haven’t been convicted or arrested. But you’ve been questioned, haven’t you?”

“Which you only know because somebody at this law firm committed a serious breach of professional ethics,” Jonah says, briefly turning his attention to the suit-and-tie brigade at the table. “Hope you guys are getting paid enough to retire on. Because a lot of you are about to get disbarred.”

One of the lawyers hurriedly adds, “The associate responsible has already been fired.”

Happy holidays, scapegoat.

“But you’re acting on his information, and you think that’s acceptable?” Jonah laughs. “I doubt the bar association will see it that way.”

Carter leans forward, folding his hands on the table. His confidence is all too clear. “You can’t file a complaint without detailing the violation. Which means you’d publicly declare yourself a suspect in a series of rapes. I wouldn’t be in such a hurry, if I were you.”

“I never said I was in a hurry,” Jonah shoots back. “I’m innocent. The police will clear me sooner or later, probably sooner. But it doesn’t matter. I can wait.”

Carter sighs, his expression mock sympathetic. “Innocent until proven guilty. Of course.”

“Innocent,” I say. “I’m not only the witness; I’m also the alibi.”

A couple of the lawyers exchange glances; they’re evaluating my trustworthiness, the strength or weakness of the case against Jonah they’d been told to build. Their doubt doesn’t affect Carter in the slightest. His smile only broadens.

“Vivienne seems like a good woman,” Carter says to Jonah, like I’m not even in the room. “Good women are loyal to their men. They’ll stand behind them forever. Lie if they’re told to lie. We both know that, don’t we?”

My gut drops. The son of a bitch is throwing it in Jonah’s face—the knowledge that he’s raped Jonah’s mother literally hundreds of time and will never get called on it.

Jonah sits up straighter in his chair; he’s gripping the armrests so hard his knuckles are white. I put one hand on his arm, half comfort, half warning. Because if he loses his shit completely in front of the lawyers, they’re going to start thinking of him as guilty for sure and this nightmare will only worsen.

“I’m not lying,” I interject, before Jonah can speak. “The evidence will prove that.”

Once again, Carter ignores me.

His laser-intense focus remains only on Jonah. This guy knows all the buttons to push. “I’m not judging you as harshly as you might think. Men have certain instincts, don’t they? But that’s why we have to learn self-control. A mature man waits for the right time. For his own wife.”

Jonah’s eyes blaze, and he gets to his feet. Oh, fuck, I think. I tighten my grip on his arm. It’s not to hold him back, just to remind him of who he really is: his own man, his own creation, not Carter Hale’s. Maybe it works, because Jonah pauses before saying . . .

Whatever it is he would’ve said. I never find out, because Carter finally looks at me and smiles. He speaks to Jonah again: “They’ll say anything once you have them in line, won’t they?”

Shame flushes through me so fast and paralyzing that it’s like venom injected into my veins. Carter knows. He knows what Jonah and I do together, though in his mind he must have twisted it into a grotesque mockery of our mutual games. This man doesn’t believe in consent. He thinks I’m Jonah’s plaything, his servant. Nothing more.

 “You son of a bitch,” Jonah growls, and I brace myself for what’s to come.

But the door bangs open, startling everyone. I turn to see a man a couple of years older than me, as impeccably dressed as any of the lawyers, snow still dusting his camel hair coat and wavy blond hair. My first strange thought is, Where have I seen him before? Behind him, panting, is the secretary who showed us in; her calm is blown. “I tried to stop him—”

“It’s not your fault, Yvonne,” the newcomer says. His broad, seemingly carefree smile is at odds with his undeniable intensity. “Nobody was going to keep me away if Jonah’s in trouble.”

Which is when it hits me that I’ve seen the shadow of this man in Carter’s face. This meeting just got crashed by Maddox Hale—Jonah’s stepbrother, and Carter’s son.





 Thirteen

“Mad.” Jonah’s voice is heavy. “I’m not in trouble.”

“Nor are you, Maddox,” Carter cuts in. The sharpness in his voice could cut new facets in a diamond. “I realize you felt a . . . sentimental need to inform your stepbrother of this. I won’t hold it against you. But this is no longer your concern.”

Maddox pays no attention to either of them. “If you’re trying to rob my brother and pretending it’s on my behalf? It’s my concern.”

Carter must have thought he could buy Maddox’s silence by promising him Oceanic Airlines as his inheritance. But it looks like he doesn’t know his own son. Although it would be good to see the shock and anger on Carter’s face, I can’t bring myself to look at him. My cheeks are still flushed hot with the revelation that Carter thinks he has figured out something of what Jonah and I are to each other.

That knowledge appears so ugly when I see it through his eyes.

One of the lawyers wants to earn his exorbitant fee, because he clears his throat. “Gentlemen. If we could get back to business—business which I believe does not directly concern the younger Mr. Hale—”

“There’s no business here,” Maddox says. “What, are you planning on shaking Jonah down for something he didn’t do? Or threatening to expose him? Because the last time I checked, that was extortion.” His smile broadens. “Extortion carries jail time, doesn’t it? Please, I’d love to hear legal opinions on the subject.”

I thought Jonah was nearly as stubborn as a man could get, but it looks like his stepbrother can hold his own. In this family, he’d have to.

The most nervous lawyer says, “No one here has committed or threatened extortion.”

“Far from it.” Carter has regained his aplomb. I can tell that he’s angry with his son, just like I can tell Maddox doesn’t give a shit whether his dad’s angry or not. But the man remains focused on his target: Jonah, or everything Jonah owns that Carter desires. “In fact, I hope to make Jonah a very generous offer. One he should consider carefully.”

“An offer?” Jonah has regained some measure of calm—enough, anyway. He’s pulling strength from me and from Maddox; we’ve got his back. “You don’t have anything I want. Nothing you’re going to give me, at any rate.”

Carter actually seems surprised. Yet he continues, “If you’re forced out of the Marks trust, Jonah, you’ll get nothing. Not one dime.”

Like Jonah cares about money. Today, however, I’m realizing Jonah does care about his pride—at least, when it comes to his wicked stepfather—and that’s one of the weak spots Carter’s going after, like a shark scenting blood.

“But I have an alternative for you, Jonah. A buyout offer.” Carter looks pleased with himself. “You can accept a buyout with the executor’s approval, and I think we both know your mother would sign on the dotted line as soon as we asked her.”

One of the lawyers slides a deal memo across the broad table toward us. Jonah makes no move for it, so I pick it up. Maddox leans over my shoulder as we look at the sums offered, and the long string of zeroes involved.

 Maddox says, “This isn’t one-quarter of what Jonah’s share is worth, and you know it.”

“It’s more than nothing, which is what he’ll get if he’s thrown out.” Carter smiles, and it’s the exact same expression I’ve seen on the cover of Forbes magazine. It’s his mask, the one he wears to conceal the vicious snake within. “This is a sum of money that would support anyone very comfortably for the rest of his life, given a few prudent investments. Given the inevitable conclusion of this sordid affair, I think my offer is probably far beyond Jonah’s expectations. And for all your protestations, you were expecting this, weren’t you, Jonah? Otherwise, why would you be here in the first place?”

The first answer is only silence. I look up at Jonah, and despite all the darkness I’ve seen in this man—despite everything I’ve let him do to me—the fury I sense now chills me to the core.

If the hatred contained in a single look had the power to kill a man, Carter Hale would drop dead this instant.

Yet Jonah’s voice is controlled and cool. “I didn’t come here to collect whatever crumbs you’re willing to scatter. I’m innocent, the facts will eventually prove that, and my share in the trust will remain exactly that—mine.” Carter’s eyes narrow, and he opens his mouth to say something sarcastic in reply, but Jonah doesn’t give him the chance. “So why did I come here, if you don’t pose a threat? Just to deliver one simple message: You’d better pray to whatever devil you believe in that you don’t outlive my mother. I might not have a team of lawyers following me around like underlings, but I’ve read the trust and I know what it says. If the executor dies after both Rebecca and I turn twenty-five, the trust reverts to us in full. We inherit the remainder of our father’s shares. And on that day—at that same hour—you’re going to be out on your ass.”

“Rebecca’s twenty-fifth birthday is this year,” Maddox adds, as blithely as if he were about to ask everyone to chip in on a gift. “October third. And Mom’s not even sick.”

 Jonah doesn’t acknowledge what Maddox has said, but I can sense how much he enjoys the two of them facing Carter down together. “So it comes down to this, Carter. I don’t have time for your petty power grabs. But every single time you overextend yourself like this, you make my position stronger and yours weaker. Are you going to give me more ammunition or get the hell out of my life? I’d rather you got out of my life, because I’ve already got everything on you I’ll ever need. It’s your call.”

With that, Jonah heads for the door, Maddox right behind him. It takes me a moment longer to follow because I have to scoot back my chair—a moment Carter takes to say, in a low voice, “Are you sure you know what your alibi’s worth?”

Oh, my God. This guy wants to bribe me to turn on Jonah. How could he think I’d ever do that?

Then again, he thinks Jonah’s guilty. If I were as victimized as Jonah’s mother, I might grab at some cash to make my own escape.

But I am not a victim.

To Carter I say, “You don’t know how to handle people you can’t control. Well, too fucking bad. Because you don’t control me, and you never will.” And I walk out.

Jonah’s nowhere to be seen in the hallway, but Maddox is standing there, a smile on his face. “I like you already.”

The feeling’s mutual. “Do I need to introduce myself?”

“You mean, do I know who you are? You’re Vivienne Charles, the woman Jonah’s told me so much about. I’m Maddox Hale, spawn of Satan.”

I have to laugh, but I’m still angry with Carter, and worried for Jonah. “Is he storming out of here? We need to catch up.”

But Maddox shakes his head no. “He’ll be back in a second. Then we can all storm out together.” Seeing my confusion, he adds, more quietly, “Sometimes, after dealing with my father—Jonah gets sick.”

 My God. Jonah is vomiting up his guts just from looking that man in the face.

Maddox sighs. “He’s not the only one.”

•   •   •

We get out of the building without being accosted by Carter or any of his legal goons. Jonah’s gaze is distant, his expression grim. I only met Maddox a few minutes ago—and yet the three of us are a unit, a team. It’s as if we’d rehearsed how to do this in advance, right down to agreeing not to talk to each other until we’re on the street. At the moment we hit the door, Maddox says, “You know he’s not done.”

Jonah nods. “I know.”

The sidewalks are free of ice, but gritty beneath our boots and lined on every side by snow that’s no longer white. As cold wind whips my hair, Jonah slides one arm around my shoulders; the gesture is more protective than romantic, but in some ways that touches me more.

“Is there anything else we can do?” I ask. Carter might not be able to wrest Jonah’s share of the trust from him, but even confronting this is putting Jonah through hell. I want this misery to end, now. “Any way to call him off?”

“Maybe,” Maddox says.

Jonah stares at his brother; that’s not the response he expected. I say, “What do you mean?”

“I mean that it’s time to have a family conference.” Maddox squares his shoulders like a man bracing for a fight. “I contacted Elise and Rebecca. Elise is flying in later tonight; Rebecca can’t leave South America, but she’s going to join us via Skype.”

Jonah’s face remains pale from the strain of confronting Carter; the light blue scarf he wears around his neck and the snow beginning to dust his dark hair create the illusion that he’s turning to ice. “You shouldn’t have dragged them into this.”

“Please. We all got dragged into this as kids.” Maddox says. “Anyway, the meeting’s tomorrow night. We’ll go to my place—I finally managed to buy the penthouse I wanted, you know. Just a few stories above the Orchid.”

“That’s your club, right?” I remember seeing it written about as the place to see and be seen in downtown Chicago.

“You’ve heard of it? Fantastic.” Maddox beams with obvious pride. He’s like a ray of sunshine on this cold city street—for Jonah as much as for me. I can tell by the way Jonah looks at him. “If my fame has spread all the way to Texas, this New Year’s party ought to be our biggest yet. Tonight, though, it’s going to be dead. So why don’t you come by? We can hang out, have time to talk. Drinks on the house.”

I glance up at Jonah. “Pretty good deal.”

Jonah probably wants to go into total-silence mode. He broods too much when he’s as angry or upset as he is now. But he won’t say no to his brother, I realize—and Maddox has intelligently, tactfully, made sure Jonah won’t spend the next two days beating himself up. “Okay. We’ll be there.”

We hail a taxi, say our good-byes. Jonah continues holding me in the cab, the side of his head resting against mine, but he doesn’t say a word. I don’t try to draw him out either. Until we’re alone, I couldn’t do anything but make small talk, which at this point feels trivial. Even childish. Only after we return to our room at the Drake do I speak. “Are you okay?”

Jonah shrugs as he yanks off his blue scarf, tosses it down on the desk. “I’m fine.”

I don’t argue. Instead I sit on the small sofa in our room, shaking the snowflakes from my hair and simply look at him.

 He sighs. “I’m as fine as I’m going to get, considering.”

“What do you need?”

Jonah might need solitude, a few hours by himself to pull his thoughts together, in which case I’ll investigate the high tea they’re advertising in the lobby. Or maybe he’d rather be distracted for a while—watching a movie, talking about anything but what just took place. Whatever it is, I can handle it.

And then I see the way he’s looking at me—the sudden heat behind that ice. My body responds powerfully, instinctively; it’s like the sheer force of his desire is enough to quicken my pulse. To make my skin tingle with the expectation of being touched.

“I need to be angry,” he says, his voice low. “I need to let it out.”

Slowly I kick off one boot, then the other. “Then take it out on me.”

Jonah pulls off his sweater and lets it drop to the floor. The intensity of his stare only increases. “Tell me something that will make me mad. Something that could make me completely fucking furious.”

Does he want a lie or the truth? I don’t have a truth that would drive him over the edge—but there is one small secret that might get under his skin. Eventually I knew I’d tell him about it. Might as well go ahead now.

“I talked to Geordie on Christmas. When I left the table for a few minutes. Remember?”

Jonah wasn’t expecting that, but it works. “You’re still talking to your ex? To the guy who screwed you before me?”

Is Jonah actually threatened by Geordie, or is he simply creating the scenario for what we’re about to do? Doesn’t matter yet. “Yeah. He’s still fucked me more than you have too.”

That does it. Jonah lunges toward me, pulls me up by my arms. I stumble into him, unable to get my balance before he shakes me. His voice is a predator’s growl. “You belong to me.”

 He throws me onto the bed. Gasping, I try to crawl across the mattress to escape him, but Jonah grabs my leg and pulls me back down toward him. I twist my body around to push him away, but he shakes me again and shoves me onto my back.

As his hands unfasten my jeans, pulling them off, he says, “Your body is for me. Your cunt is for me. Nobody else. If you don’t know that already, you’re going to learn it today.”

The rage I sense from him is so fucking real. I don’t know if it’s for Carter or for me, or if Jonah could even say where it all comes from. And it’s scary as hell.

He rips my underwear away with my pants. Somehow the fact that I’m still wearing my sweater makes my nakedness beneath more obscene. Jonah shoves my thighs apart and thrusts two fingers inside me. I’m so unprepared it makes me gasp. “What, you like that?” Jonah pushes in deeper, working me roughly with his hand. “How much do you think you can take? How about my whole fist, huh? You want that? You want my fist inside you?”

Oh, fuck. I don’t know if I can do that. I’ve never tried, never wanted to try—never even thought to tell Jonah whether it was forbidden or okay. The terror rising inside me is now very real. Silver, I remind myself. He’ll stop if you say silver. And I believe that completely. But my voice still shakes as I beg, “No, please, no, don’t do that.”

“I just told you, your cunt is mine.” Jonah’s face is a mask of rage. He doesn’t look like himself anymore. It scares the hell out of me and still—still—turns me on. “You don’t tell me what to do with what’s mine.”

“Oh, God, please don’t.” The sob that rises from my chest surprises me. And I really don’t want him to fist me. Yet I know my limits. I want to lose control. If he does it, I won’t say the safe word unless the pain is unbearable. My fantasy is about my own powerlessness. Whatever Jonah wants to do to me, I have to take. “Please, I’ll do anything.”

 “That’s right. You’ll do anything I want you to do.”

Three fingers now, or is it four? My cunt burns with the stretching—and yet the burn is only half pain. I begin to realize what it might be like to have that much of him inside me. Even if it made me scream, the intensity could bring me over the brink.

Jonah pushes harder. “You don’t want my fist in you? You want something else? There’s a wine bottle on the minibar. You want me to fuck you with that?”

“No!”

It’s so hard to keep from screaming. But if I scream, other hotel guests in the hallway might hear, and they’d call security. This would end. As scared as I am, I don’t want this to end.

“Are you crying? Good. I like it when you cry,” Jonah rasps. He’s breathing so hard, his body tense with the effort of holding back. “What do you want inside you? My cock?”

“Yes.” I’m sobbing now, not even trying to hold it back. “Please, nothing else.”

Jonah pulls out his hand, his fingers slick, and then drags me from the bed. I fall on the floor, flat on my belly, and immediately he presses down between my shoulder blades to keep me there. His thighs are between mine. I hear his other hand fumbling with his zipper—

—then he’s on top of me, spreading my legs further, his weight pinning me down as he shoves his cock inside.

He has me so opened up, so wet, that it’s effortless. But I can’t stop crying. My sobs only get louder as Jonah starts thrusting.

“Did it feel like that when Geordie fucked you? Was it this good?”

I swallow my tears. “No.”

“My cock’s bigger than his, isn’t it?”

“—Yes—”

Jonah pounds into me harder, and I think I’m going to start sobbing again when I realize the rush building inside me comes from somewhere else within. I sink deeper into myself with every thrust, deeper into pure instinctive sensation, and I shudder beneath him. Like an animal shot through with an arrow, trembling as it dies beneath the hunter’s gaze.

When I come, my cry of pleasure is indistinguishable from my weeping. Jonah keeps on, pumping into me in what seems to be thoughtless rage. He could keep fucking me for an hour and I’d have to lie here—I can’t escape—

He shouts out, plunges in deep, and bites the soft flesh of my shoulder. It’s not a brutal bite—the skin wouldn’t break—but I moan from the delicious ache of it anyway. Jonah hangs on with teeth and hands until his long, powerful orgasm finally subsides. When he rolls off me, we both remain on the floor for a few moments, struggling to catch our breath. My tears finally stop, but I feel like I couldn’t get to my feet, or even turn over.

At last Jonah says, “I’m sorry. That was too much.”

“No. It wasn’t.” I wipe my cheeks as I look at him lying next to me. “Trust me to say the safe word when I need it. Okay? You can trust me to do that, always.”

He nods slowly, accepting that. “Did you—”

“Come? Yeah.” And it felt totally fucking incredible. So why am I still sniffling?

Jonah rolls over and gently puts his arms around me. That titanic anger had nothing to do with me, nothing at all, because he has completely let it go. “Here. Let me help you.”

We get to our feet, remove our remaining clothing, and curl up in bed together. Through the gauze curtains I can see snow still blanketing down; Jonah’s body spooned behind mine feels like the only warmth in the world.

He murmurs into my hair, “Did you really talk to Geordie on Christmas?” Jonah doesn’t sound jealous—only curious, and maybe confused.

 “I did. But it wasn’t anything remotely romantic.” How can I put this? “He’s going through an extremely difficult time. He needs all the support he can get. I’m not the only person he leans on, but I was the only one he could reach out to at that moment.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it’s his problem, and it’s private, and I’m trying to respect that.”

“Okay,” Jonah says. He believes me; he accepts Geordie’s need for privacy. All this even though I know some small measure of his jealousy is real. My heart expands at being so deeply trusted.

I add, “Also—nobody’s cock is as big as yours.”

He laughs once, his breath soft against my neck. “I don’t need that much reassuring.”

Of course he doesn’t.

The rough handling of my body has faded into pleasant afterglow. Even the tender spot on my shoulder isn’t painful. Jonah’s arm is wrapped around me, he’s worked out that tension, and everything should be perfect. Yet I can sense the cloud still hanging over Jonah, the darkness we can’t quite escape.





 Fourteen

The snowfall stops for an hour or so in the early evening, allowing Jonah and me to walk to the Orchid. Cold as the weather is, my coat is warm, the wind has died, and the city has been newly frosted white—erasing the metropolitan grime so that Chicago almost gleams. Besides, I’m a Southern girl. I can’t help feeling a little excited by snow.

When I tell Jonah this, he smiles down at me. “I doubt you’d like it as much if you had to deal with it for four months straight.”

“Probably true. But I don’t have to, do I? I can just enjoy today.”

He squeezes my hand. The affection I sense is real. He’s happy to be here with me in this moment, maybe enjoying the familiar sights of this city. But his sadness and strain linger.

I wish I could lift his burdens from him, but I can’t. All I can do for now is stand by his side.

Once again I think of the etching I want to create, the one that will symbolize what Jonah is to me. But what single image could encompass a man so complex? I envision a stone tower—no. Too Freudian. But a stone wall, maybe, or a castle. Strong even though it’s endured so much, but with cracks in the mortar to show the punishment it’s taken. Maybe even moss or ivy growing on the edges to show a sense of life, vitality, harmony?

Still not right. No matter how mighty something like that stood after all its centuries, the image would still suggest inevitable collapse. My etching would portray something at the end of its strength. Jonah’s strength is far from giving out—I have to believe that.

The Orchid is located in another of Chicago’s skyscrapers on the river, on one of the highest floors. For the occasion, I changed into wide-legged pants and a silky top, both in inky black; Jonah replaced his jeans with charcoal-colored trousers. Despite this, the minute we walk into the club, I feel drastically underdressed.

Before us lies the city, brilliantly lit in the nighttime. Headlights along the streets below look like strings of fairy lights. The enormous space of the club is largely broken up into smaller enclosures—some for ten or twelve people, others cozy little nooks for two. Although the dividers slope in modernistic waves from a couple feet high to taller than Jonah’s head, they’re made of lustrous burled wood as richly striped as a tiger’s pelt, so the overall effect is warm and organic. Couches and chairs are low, plush, in muted earth tones. Yet beyond all the private niches, I can see a wide expanse that must be the dance floor on wilder nights than this one. Tonight the only music is soft R&B. The dark walls are almost unornamented, save for a few crescent-shaped sconces carved of mica and one enormous photograph of a glorious yellow orchid. The color of the petals is so vivid that looking at the picture is like staring straight into flame.

As Maddox predicted, the club’s not crowded tonight; a couple dozen patrons murmur and laugh in their enclaves, no more. Which no doubt is why the host is able to greet us right away.

“Jonah, Vivienne.” Maddox strides toward us from the broad semicircular bar. “You made it.”

“I flew to Antarctica a couple months ago, you know,” Jonah says as he submits to his brother’s enthusiastic hug. “I can handle a trip along three city blocks.”

“I think it’s colder here than in Antarctica.” Maddox lets go of Jonah to buss me on the cheek. “Come on. Saved you guys the best table in the house.”

Despite the warmth between them, nobody could be fooled into thinking Jonah and Maddox were blood brothers. Where Jonah is dark haired with haunting gray eyes, Maddox is golden from head to toe—blond wavy hair, hazel eyes, and a tan complexion that is obviously completely natural. Maddox isn’t a short man by any means, but Jonah has a couple inches on him. And their body types are different too. Jonah’s frame is powerful, aggressively masculine, but with his distinctive proportions—the broad shoulders, the incredibly narrow waist. Maddox, however, is more solid, more square, even more muscled. If they were both athletes, Jonah would be an Olympic diver, Maddox a wrestler.

Also, while Jonah dresses well, Maddox is clearly the clotheshorse of the two. The creamy silk shirt and navy blue trousers he’s wearing look like he walked straight off a designer’s runway. Combined with his unruly, longish hair, the effect could almost be feminine, were it not for the undeniable power of his build. As it is, the contrast only makes him more attractive. Several women lift their eyes to watch him walk by; at least one man does as well.

Of course, they’re probably looking at Jonah too. But I hope my hand in his sends a clear message. Sorry, this one’s taken.

Maddox leads us to a little nook that offers a perfect view of the skyline; we’re just far enough back to glimpse the edge of the river too. As we sink down onto the welcoming curved sofa, a waitress appears with a tray of cocktails.

“Sazeracs,” Maddox says, smiling at me. “Jonah told me you were from New Orleans. Thought I’d make you feel at home.”

Most tourists leave New Orleans believing Hurricanes are the city’s signature drink. I don’t think a local has touched one in years. Obviously Maddox knows his mixology. “Thank you. And cheers.”

“Cheers.” Jonah joins in the toast, takes a quick drink, then sets the glass down. “Is Elise in town already? Will she be here tonight?”

Maddox’s expression falls. It’s like watching a cloud pass in front of the sun. “She flew in a couple hours ago. But of course she can’t go out because Griffin needs her on the phone for whatever reason.”

Jonah leans back, grimacing like a man with a headache. “In other words, she’s going to spend a few hours propping up his already enormous ego instead of seeing the people she flew halfway across the country to see.”

“Got it in one,” Maddox says.

“Only Jonah and Rebecca are in the trust, right?” I venture. This situation is a minefield, one these men have learned to navigate over the years. I have to tread more carefully. “So Elise is coming for—moral support.”

Maddox seems to take it for granted that I have a right to discuss this with them. How much has Jonah told him about me? “You’re right about the Marks trust. But Elise and I had a trust of our own from our mother, one that was structured more sanely, thank God. We inherited significant ownership in the Hale Hotel Group when we each turned twenty-one. No, we can’t outvote Dad’s shares. He retains control. But we can make his life a lot more difficult if we have to. It’s starting to look like we do.”

Jonah shakes his head no. “You guys shouldn’t put yourselves on the line for me.”

“That’s not your call to make.” As congenial as Maddox is, there’s a vein of true strength in him, enough to match Jonah’s. If Jonah is stone, Maddox is fire. “It’s ours. And this is the lowest Dad has ever sunk. If we don’t find a way to stop him now, who knows what he’ll try next?”

 There’s a moment when I think Jonah will argue, but then I see realization setting in. “You’re afraid he’ll turn on Rebecca.”

“We can’t let that happen,” Maddox says, his voice harder, harsher, than it’s been before. “Anything else he dishes out, we can take. She can’t.”

Why is Rebecca more vulnerable than her brothers or sister? But I sense this is the one question I can’t ask—that this secret belongs to Rebecca, and they keep it for her. Whatever it is, it’s enough to make Jonah reconsider.

He always wants to endure his pain alone, I realize. He doesn’t think about protecting himself, only protecting others.

“Give me a minute,” Jonah says, rising from the table. He heads toward the restroom, or wherever; all three of us know he simply needs a break, a chance to think, before diving back into this conversation.

And that leaves me alone with Maddox.

“So,” I begin.

“So.” He smiles. “We’ve hit the awkward-small-talk portion of the evening. I’ll start. How did you meet Jonah?”

“He fixed a flat tire for me.” That is completely true, and yet not the complete truth. Apparently Jonah keeps at least one secret from his brother. Thank God. “Do you remember meeting Jonah?”

“Nope.” Maddox’s expression is fond. “In my earliest memories, I recall knowing that he and Rebecca hadn’t always been there. But I don’t actually remember life without them any more than I do without Elise.”

“Tell me a good story. Something about Jonah as a little kid.” That should be harmless enough. Besides, on Christmas, my mother went on and on to Jonah about how I wanted to be a baton twirler in middle school. Turnabout is fair play.

I’m expecting an anecdote about tricycles or T-ball games. Instead, Maddox’s smile fades. The warmth he exudes doesn’t cool—just the opposite. Instead I realize that his inner fire could rage out of control if he ever slipped, for even a moment. But Maddox remains steady. In control. “When I was four years old, my sister Elise and I were playing on the first floor, which was used mostly for guests. Receptions. That kind of thing. It was the part of Redgrave House the public was allowed to see.”

Redgrave House is more than Jonah’s childhood home. It’s also one of the oldest and grandest private homes in the city of Chicago, quietly famous in its own right. At the airport, I saw it pictured along with several other landmarks on a postcard. Of course there would have been countless charity fundraisers and society events held there. Maybe that’s one reason Jonah’s so fiercely private; he grew up in a home that was never entirely his own.

Though of course he has other reasons.

“We were roughhousing,” Maddox continues. “Chasing each other around, that kind of thing. We weren’t supposed to go downstairs alone, but I ran down the stairs, Elise came after me—and she crashed right into a table. Knocked a vase to the floor, where it shattered into a million pieces. I mean, there wasn’t a shard as big as my thumb, and I was only five.”

“Let me guess,” I say. “Ming Dynasty?”

Maddox laughs, but the sound is hollow. “Not that priceless. Honestly, it wouldn’t have mattered if the vase were worth ten dollars or ten thousand. We’d broken one of Carter’s rules, and we couldn’t hide it. That was enough.”

How much abuse did Carter heap on the children outside his bedroom door? I’ve never seen any scars on Jonah, but his need for violence—to be more powerful than someone else, to glory in taking dominance at the most primal level—

“We weren’t beaten often,” Maddox says, as if reading my mind. “He only struck me once or twice, ever. I’m his ‘favorite.’”

 The way he pronounces the word favorite makes it clear Maddox considers this more curse than blessing.

He continues, “It’s not violence Dad craves. It’s the humiliation of anyone and everyone who ever stood up to him. And with us kids, he always knew exactly where to strike. He knew the words to say to make you feel like you wished you’d never been born. Sometimes you’d do anything, say anything, to try to get him to stop. So when that vase fell, Elise and I knew we were in for it. And we knew it would be bad. We ran upstairs. Elise locked herself in her room, and I hid under my bed. I was that little.” His attempt at a smile is more of a grimace. “By now you’re probably wondering where Jonah comes into all this.”

I’d forgotten about everything but the story Maddox was telling. This warm golden club with its soft light and sultry music—it seems more like a vision, a dream. We seem to be back in a house as grand as it was cold, its majestic exterior concealing the cruelty within. “Did Jonah come to your defense when Carter went after you?”

“No. He told our parents that he broke the vase. And he took all the punishment Dad could dish out, without flinching.” Maddox takes a swig of his cocktail, as if it could brace him against the memory. “My father has always tried to turn us against each other. But that day, I knew I would do anything for Jonah, and that he would do anything for me.”

“He’s good at that. Taking care of people.”

“Yeah, he is.” One deep breath and then Maddox asks, “When did Jonah tell you the whole truth about Dad?”

“He only told me after we’d been together a couple of months and—and I’d told him some difficult things about my life too.” I can’t match Maddox’s fearless candor, but even this veiled allusion startles me. It’s more than I’ve ever admitted to Carmen, Geordie, or my own father. Is it that I trust Maddox so much already, or because I know his secrets so well that I feel obligated to share in return? “How did you know I’d heard the whole story? Did Jonah tell you?”

Maddox nods. “Which I couldn’t believe. I’m not sure any of us have told the entire truth about our family to anybody before. Jonah trusts almost no one. So if he trusts you, I assume you’re worth it.”

Maybe I ought to thank him for the compliment. Instead I remember what Jonah told me, about how he and Elise fought hard to protect Maddox and Rebecca. About how their younger siblings never, ever had to go into their parents’ bedroom and witness the act of rape. “When did you know the whole truth?”

Maddox hesitates. Despite the honesty he’s shown so far, the question I’ve asked is so intensely intimate that he’d be within his rights to throw me out of this nightclub. I open my mouth to take it back and apologize, but that’s when he speaks. “It sank in slowly. Bruises on Mom’s body. Blood in places it shouldn’t have been. Hearing Jonah and Elise coming back to bed at two or three in the morning; sometimes Elise would cry the rest of the night. They wouldn’t talk about what happened. And even if Dad never dragged Rebecca and me into the bedroom, he couldn’t muffle the sounds. So there was no one moment of revelation. I remember not knowing; I remember knowing. In between was a lot of fear and doubt.” His smile is crooked. “You know, we totally blew the awkward-small-talk thing.”

I laugh despite myself. “Ah, this Sazerac is perfect. Kudos to your bartender.”

“There you go.”

And just like that, I feel as if I’ve known Maddox my whole life. From the way he’s smiling at me, I think he feels the same.

By the time Jonah returns a few minutes later, Maddox and I are laughing. Although Jonah smiles at us, his expression is wary. “Do I want to know what’s so funny?”

“The Big Lebowski,” I explain. “Turns out we both love that movie.”

Jonah shrugs. “Never saw it.”

Maddox’s jaw hangs open in mock horror. “What? Oh, we have to change that, ASAP.”

Although Jonah smiles at his brother, his dark mood remains all too visible. This night out might have brought Maddox and me closer together—but Jonah remains angry, desolate. Lost.

•   •   •

The rest of our evening is a blur of cocktails and anecdotes—funny ones, this time. Maddox tells me about the four children running wild at Navy Pier right after the maze was built. I volunteer the time Liz and I tried to use the least convincing fake IDs ever at Tipitina’s our junior year of high school, and got busted by a bouncer who couldn’t stop laughing. Jonah comes up with the story of the first time he ever got drunk at a party, sneaked in late at night, nearly got caught, and only escaped by hiding in Rebecca’s closet until dawn. He laughs along with us as he talks about sitting on her light-up sneakers and having them blink for hours, but the laughter never reaches his eyes. I make excuses for us fairly early. Maddox is too wise to argue. By the time we get downstairs, it’s snowing again.

“Taxi?” I ask Jonah. It’s the first word between us since we got in the elevator.

He shakes his head. “I need some fresh air. If that’s okay with you.”

“Sure.” Yeah, it’s cold as hell. But Jonah’s arm is around me again, providing some shelter from the chill.

 We walk in silence, side by side. Only when Jonah’s body begins to feel less tense against mine do I say, “I like Maddox a lot.”

“Most people do. He’s got—charm. Charisma. I’ve never had that.” He says this without resentment. To him, it’s simple fact.

“Sometimes charisma is a mask.” Anthony Whedon taught me that. “But your brother’s actually a good guy.”

“Yeah. He is.”

Yet hours spent with this brother he loves, enjoying drinks and laughter, haven’t been enough to restore Jonah. I hug him around his waist. “Is there anything I can do?”

Jonah doesn’t answer at first. His profile is stark against the night surrounding us; snow has begun to dust his scarf and coat again. He doesn’t look at me. “You’ve gone there once already today.”

It’s not that I don’t know Jonah gives in to his inner darkness every time we play our games. I do too. But I hadn’t realized how much more he would crave that release during this time of confrontation.

Maybe I should have. Hadn’t I asked Jonah to brutalize me that night in New Orleans, after I’d had to deal with Anthony all day? Our demons are much the same.

“I’m ready,” I tell him. “Let’s play.”





 Fifteen

Although it’s Jonah who needs this so badly, the scenario we choose is one of my fantasies. Jonah took me hard and rough this afternoon. As much as I loved it, the aftermath still lingers in my body—carpet burn on my knees, soreness in my inner thighs where he pried them apart. So we need something less rigorous. Something I can endure, and enjoy.

“This blurs the lines,” Jonah says as we sit in the Drake’s lobby, my fourth cocktail of the night in front of me. “You’re going to be all right with it?”

“Definitely.” I’ve gotten off on this fantasy dozens of times. “I know what I want.”

“But you’re getting drunk. I only do what you’ve given consent for—no more, ever. And you won’t be able to tell me yes or no.”

“I’m consenting now,” I promise. “And I’m not going to get so messed up I can’t tell you if we’re going too far. Okay?”

“Okay.”

I’m just going to get drunk enough that I can pretend to be completely helpless, and almost believe it myself. Then Jonah will do the rest.

Why is this one of my favorite scenarios? For a long time I thought it was “less violent,” that I steered my imagination that way as a way of weaning myself off the more brutal visions that sometimes got me off. But force is force; violence is violence. Now I believe I gravitate toward this as a way of almost completely erasing not only my will, but also my consciousness. In this version of the fantasy, I am nothing but a body. Nothing but sensation. A thing to be used.

The Sazeracs we drank at the Orchid, we nursed over a period of hours. Maddox treated us to luxury-style bar snacks too—shrimp skewers and soft cheeses that were practically a second dinner. So when we got back to the Drake, I had no more than the faintest buzz.

Now, though, I’m knocking back a double, fast. No more food. This will take me over the brink for an hour or so. Should be enough.

I tilt my head back for the last swallow, and feel my head spin. “Mmm.” Setting the glass back down, I take a deep breath. My lips are slightly numb from the Drambuie. “There we go.”

Jonah says nothing, though he’s watching me avidly. His caution is at war with his desire. And his desire is spiking higher and hotter as he watches me get a little sloppy. He could take me down, now, and he knows it. But he says, “Last chance.”

I get to my feet, wobbling a bit as I brush my hair from my face. “Give me five minutes.”

He nods once. I won’t see him again until he enters our room, and the game begins.

In the elevator, my face is flushed with warmth. I lean heavily against the side wall; the elderly couple riding up with me exchange a glance. Look at that drunk girl. She should be more careful. That’s what they’re probably thinking. You’re right, old guys. I should.

Not tonight.

When I reach my room, I slip off my clothes—ought to hang them up neatly, but I’m just messed up enough not to want to, and pretending to be even more messed up than I am. So I let them fall onto the chair. Take my hair down from its messy bun so that it falls across my face. The bra goes atop the clothes, and after a moment, I ditch my panties too. Those things are always in the way. Who’s to say how I sleep?

I tug on a tank top, nothing else, and flop into bed. Although I pull the edge of the sheet over my exposed ass, I don’t make any other moves. My head spins; the bed seems to float above the floor. It’s easy to imagine that I’m far drunker than I am. That I can’t even move . . .

A metallic click, and the door swings open. I’m facing away from it, so I only see a rectangle of light against the curtains, Jonah’s blurry shadow in the center, before he seals us back into darkness. As his footsteps come nearer, I close my eyes.

Jonah brushes his hand along my shoulder. I don’t react. He strokes more firmly this time, edging the strap of my tank top almost off. With a whine, I wriggle once, then go motionless again.

The illusion closes around us both: I’m helpless. Too drunk to move or fight, maybe even too drunk to say the word stop, but not completely unconscious. Just awake enough to feel it.

He pulls the sheet down. Cool air ghosts along my back, my exposed lower body. Jonah groans slightly to see me naked from the waist down—he likes that.

Two fingers trace a line of heat along my leg, from the back of my knee all the way up to the hip, where he finds the crest of my pelvic bone. Back down again, closer to the cleft of my ass—and then his touch curves in toward my cunt. His rougher skin brushes against me, just enough to get slick.

Then I hear him lift his hand to his lips to taste me.

Oh, fuck, if I wasn’t wet before, I am now. I wonder if he can actually see it welling between my legs. My pulse has quickened, and every inch of my body is newly, sharply sensitive—and yet my head still reels, the alcohol making everything slightly surreal.

 The next sound is the sound of Jonah stripping off his pants and sweater. I want to look up and see him, his magnificent body pale in the dim moonlight through the gauze drapes. But that would betray the game. So I lie there, pliant and helpless, awaiting his pleasure. His will.

Jonah rolls me onto my back, the motion taking me to the edge of the bed. My arm spills over the side. He tugs down the scoop neck of my tank to expose my tits, then begins to play with them—fondling, squeezing, jiggling. Arousal spirals through me, down to my core, as he kneads me, teases my nipples, presses my breasts together tightly. There’s none of the punishment he’s sometimes inflicted on my body. It’s more as if he’s exploring. Testing me to see how much I feel, how much I’ll allow before I start to struggle.

I writhe beneath him once, with a whimper. No more.

Then he nudges my face sideways; my eyes remain shut. When I feel the head of his cock brush against my lips, I pull back—the room tilts—and he catches me under my chin with his fingertips. More firmly, he works my mouth open and slips his cock inside.

My only reaction is a groan, which he seems to like. I do nothing with my lips or tongue, simply allow him to rock in and out. But he’s not aggressively fucking my mouth the way he sometimes does. He’s just proving he can do this, that I’m so out of it he can violate me without my even turning my head.

What would I do, if I were drunker than this—so drunk a man I barely knew could get in here and work me over? Clumsily I push at him as I pull my head back. My resistance is useless—it’s meant to be—but it’s also meant to turn him on.

It works. Jonah breathes out sharply. Through my half-shut eyes, I see him moving to the foot of the bed, his hand around his cock as he gets himself harder.

A thought flickers through my head—that it could be hot to watch Jonah get himself off. Not sure how that would fit into one of our games, but I might mention it some other time. For now it’s enough to watch his hand stroking the length of his shaft and to know every inch of him is for me.

He pulls my legs apart. By now I’m so wound up that I have to stifle a moan of pleasure from that sensation alone—the air against my cunt, the grip of his fingers on my thighs. Jonah shoves one knee to the side, then tugs my other leg up so that it’s almost bent upon my chest. I realize he’s enjoying the ability to manipulate my body. Twisting and turning me makes it even clearer that, for now, I’m only his plaything. Nothing more.

Jonah flips me over onto my belly and positions himself between my legs. Even the pressure of the mattress against my clit is enough to send a thrill through me. My powerlessness is getting me even hotter than it’s getting him.

His cock bumps against me. Then into me—only a couple inches, to see what I’ll take. I whimper and try to twist my body to one side, but Jonah leans over me, a broad hand on each of my arms, holding me flat on the bed as he starts shoving himself all the way inside.

The burn as he opens me—the way my entire world narrows until I perceive nothing but this inner blaze—only Jonah gives me this. Only Jonah, ever.

Immediately he starts thrusting fast, like a man trying to get off as quickly as possible. If this scenario were real, he would be. He’d want to do what he needed and get the hell out before I could come to enough to stop him, or identify him. So he’s going for it, all out.

Doesn’t matter. I’m right behind him, arousal arcing higher inside me until the world goes dark and fuzzy around the edges. The alcohol makes every sensation more overpowering. When I feel the inevitability of orgasm—that exhilarating moment before the fall, when you have to let go—I can’t keep myself from crying out. Because then it’s on me and I’m coming long and sweet and good, until I think I might faint.

 If I weren’t already lying down, I probably would.

Jonah pays no attention. He stays on me, thrusting for forever, as I lie beneath him limp and weak. Finally his hands tighten on my arms, and he pumps into me deeper and harder than before. A low, primal grunt—and then his hands relax.

As he straightens, I feel his cock slip out of me; his hot come spills onto my skin and the sheets. For a moment all I want to do is lie there and feel it.

“Vivienne?” he whispers. “You’re—you have to be awake.”

“I am,” I mumble. “Just happy.”

With that I summon my strength to crawl further up the mattress. At least the wet spot won’t bother either of us tonight. As I curl onto my side, I hold a hand out for Jonah, who still stands at the foot of the bed, staring at me.

I whisper, “C’mon. Come to bed.”

Jonah spoons behind my back and hugs me so tightly that at first I think I won’t be able to fall asleep like that—and then I do.

•   •   •

In the morning, Jonah’s still sound asleep after I’ve emerged from the shower. He must be exhausted; I wonder how much rest he’s really had since this whole nightmare with the police and Carter began. Not enough, it seems.

Amazingly, I’ve avoided the hangover I so richly deserve. Although I feel a little dehydrated, it’s nothing some orange juice won’t cure. We didn’t order one of the in-room breakfasts because there’s a sumptuous buffet downstairs, but I don’t want to wake up Jonah when he’s finally getting some decent sleep. However, I also really want that orange juice, like, now.

Best of both worlds—I’ll sneak out of the room, have some OJ and cereal, then bring Jonah breakfast in bed. Okay, this breakfast is going to be bagels and a cardboard cup of coffee instead of the traditional elegant French toast on a tray, but it’s the thought that counts. So I put on jeans and my thickest gray sweater, grab my key card and cell phone, and tiptoe out the door.

My cell phone rings just as I’m pouring maple syrup onto my waffle. I manage to put down the bottle in time to answer. “Carmen! What’s up?”

“Just wanted to check in on you. Normally this is the point in your visits home when it stops being merely crazy, and the deep crazy sets in.”

She’s not wrong, except for the part where I haven’t kept her updated on where I am. “Actually, Jonah and I left New Orleans the day after Christmas. We’re visiting his family in Chicago.”

“Oh, my God. You’re in the deep, deep crazy.”

“Pretty much,” I admit as I slide into a chair at an empty table. “But mostly we’ve hung out with his brother Maddox, who’s awesome.”

That’s true without being the whole truth. It’s as much of Jonah’s personal business as I feel comfortable sharing. There might come a time when I could confide more to Carmen, who I trust as much as I do anyone on Earth. But it’s not now, while I’m sitting in the middle of a hotel’s dining room surrounded by other drowsy travelers.

She says something that surprises me. “You guys are really going to work it out?”

“Um, yeah.” I would’ve thought the trips home to meet each other’s families made that clear. Her reluctance comes through too strongly. “I thought you liked Jonah.”

“I do, I guess. It’s not like I know him that well, and he’s not, uh, talkative, but he seems like an okay guy.”

“Wow. Don’t know if I can handle that much enthusiasm.”

“I didn’t mean it like that! Jonah’s hot. He’s smart. He’s crazy rich. He may have the single greatest arms I’ve ever seen on a man. What’s not to like?”

 I finish chewing a bite of my waffle. “You tell me.”

“This isn’t about Jonah,” Carmen insists. I can hear the tinkling sound of the baby’s mobile in the background; she must be babysitting Nicolas so Shay and Arturo can go out to brunch, or just sleep in. “It’s only that—well—I was wondering whether you and Geordie were back on again?”

“Geordie?” Oh, no. “He didn’t—Geordie hasn’t said—”

“Oh, no, he hasn’t mentioned anything. But you talked about picking him up at the clinic, and you helped make all these arrangements for Christmas, plus I know you guys went out to eat a couple times—”

“It wasn’t candlelight and roses! I mean, one time we went to Torchy’s.” Don’t get me wrong; I love Torchy’s. But its indoor location isn’t high on ambiance.

“You also mentioned throwing an alcohol-free New Year’s Eve party,” Carmen continues resolutely. “So it just seems to me like you’ve been thinking about Geordie a lot.”

“Yeah, of course I have. He’s my friend, and he’s going through a rough time.”

“You two were way more than friends a year ago.”

Not this again. Carmen seems really, truly unable to let go of the idea of me and Geordie. “We’ve moved on. People do.”

“Really?”

“Really,” I insist.

“Are you sure Geordie has moved on too?”

“Of course he has.” Though I wonder. While I feel sure Geordie has no illusions about our getting back together, and accepts our breakup is for the best—he’s still a little raw about my being with Jonah. It’s a topic I talk around when we’re together.

Then again, everyone sort of hopes to be the one who finds someone new first, don’t they? If Geordie had fallen for somebody else already, I admit, I might be . . . wistful. But that doesn’t mean I’d want Geordie back, and I’m pretty sure he isn’t longing for me.

“We’re fine,” I say. “He’s just reaching out for support right now, which is exactly what he should do while he’s in recovery.”

“Ohhhh-kay.” Carmen gives up the subject, but obviously remains unconvinced. We make some small talk about Nicolas’s first Christmas, and how proud his abuelos are, before I hang up and finish my breakfast.

As I sip my long-awaited orange juice, I think more about what Carmen has said. It’s not that I doubt my conclusions about what Geordie feels, and certainly I understand my own emotions about him. But Carmen’s continuing worry strikes me as odd in some way. If she doesn’t object to Jonah, and she understands the reasons for our breakup, then why is she so fixated on this?

It hits me just as I’m taking the last bite of my waffle. What if Carmen’s thinking so much about Geordie not because she thinks I’m still in love with him, but because she’s fallen in love with him?

I start to smile. If I’m right . . . this would be so perfect. Two of my best friends, together? Carmen’s so steady and grounded that she’d help anchor Geordie, and his sense of humor and fun would keep her from wearing herself down with responsibility. It could work.

Not right now, of course. Geordie needs to be a whole lot healthier and stronger before he attempts a new relationship.

But that day will come.

My matchmaking plans keep me amused as I pour Jonah’s coffee and fill a bag with bagels and danishes. By the time I’m back on our floor, sliding in the key card, I’m humming the song “Call Me Maybe,” for some reason—

“Vivienne.” Jonah grabs me almost at the door. He’s naked, his hair rumpled. But what strikes me is the tension in his whole body. His arms go around me tightly, like he expects someone to tear me away. “Christ. I thought you were gone.”

“I was gone. Downstairs. See? I brought you breakfast?”

Jonah doesn’t let go. “I mean, I thought—maybe last night took things too far, you wanted to say no and you couldn’t, and then you left.”

“Hey, hey. Remember what I said? You have to trust me to speak up when it’s too much for me. It almost never has been.”

“Last night was all about you not being able to speak up.”

“I was pretending to be drunker than I was. Seriously. Not even hungover today.” Mentally I cross this fantasy off the list. While I’m confident in our ability to handle it as beautifully as we did last night, Jonah doesn’t share that confidence yet. This one is a step too far, for now. “I’m okay, I swear. Last night was great. And I brought you coffee.”

Jonah finally lets go of me and accepts the coffee. But his face remains ashen. Haunted by the thought of the harm he could do without knowing.





 Sixteen

Normally, if I had an unexpected few hours to spend at the Art Institute of Chicago, I’d head straight for their etchings collection. It would be incredible to soak in the details, study the techniques close up.

But we’re here primarily to distract Jonah. My geeking out over beautiful etchings will only isolate him and push him deeper into his thoughts. So instead I lead us on the greatest hits trail—past the Georgia O’Keefe, the classical Indian sculpture, the Impressionists. None of it has much impact until we finally find Hopper’s Nighthawks.

Most people know this painting more as kitsch—the posters that show James Dean and Marilyn Monroe at the bar instead. As we stand before it today, though, we’re able to drink in the painting’s true resonance: these strangers drawn together in the night, the unexpected brightness of their clothes compared to the outside gloom, the way this one corner bar seems to be the last source of light in the world. Jonah connects to this one even more than I do, I can tell.

“I always thought of this as a sad painting,” Jonah says. His arms are folded across his chest, his gaze locked on the image before us. “You know, barflies getting drunk, all alone. But now I see they’re connected to each other. Even if they never met before, they’re speaking now. Bitching about . . . I don’t know, whatever you’d bitch about then. Dewey versus Truman, maybe.”

I smile despite myself. “Yeah. They’ve found a place not to be alone.”

Are these people forming friendships, sharing jokes, truly bringing some brightness to the dark? Or are they sharing one fragile moment before sinking into isolation and despair? You can read the painting either way.

I don’t suggest the darker version to Jonah, however. For once, he should get to focus on the light.

One of the reasons I want to be an artist is because art has the power to restore people. If they’ll look—really look—one simple image can fill their minds with new thoughts, fresh emotions. A piece of art that speaks to you can open windows in a room you hadn’t even known was dark.

Nighthawks does this for Jonah. His mood improves as we keep wandering through the exhibitions, and by the time we sit down to our overpriced museum café lunch, he seems like himself again.

“I should’ve brought you here long ago,” he says. We’re at a small plastic table, surrounded on every side by tourists from half a dozen countries. “Let you browse to your heart’s content. You could show me all the nuances I’ve been missing.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. You see a lot on your own.” If he hadn’t seen so much in my etching of the man holding the bird—would we even be here now? This is the first time it’s struck me that if Jonah didn’t have an artist’s eye, our first split would have been final.

Jonah leans onto the table with both arms. “We could go on a great museums tour sometime. Spend a month of the summer in Europe, going to the Louvre, the British Museum—”

The Reina Sophia! Topkapi Palace! my mind cries. I feel as gleeful as a little kid running around with sparklers. And yet next summer feels almost impossibly far away, on the other side of a long and treacherous journey. Even getting past this afternoon will be a challenge. Then again, Jonah knows that. I lean my elbow on the table, rest my chin in my hand. “You’re giving me something to look forward to, aren’t you?”

“And me too. With you as my guide, I’d have a whole new way of seeing . . . not just the art. The world.” His hand closes over mine, warm and strong. It doesn’t matter that we’re sitting in a huddle of tourists, wearing the same gray sweaters and blue jeans as half of the other people in the room, surrounded by the clink of cheap silverware and a dozen discarded museum maps. Candlelight and a symphony couldn’t make this moment more romantic.

Softly I say, “Then it’s a plan.”

Neither of us hesitated; we both believe we’ll still be together this summer.

This relationship began within a very strict, specific set of boundaries. Now it seems like we’re knocking the last of those walls down.

We can get through anything if we’re together—even the next few days.

•   •   •

In the early afternoon, we walk back to the same building that houses the Orchid. The snow clouds have finally moved along, leaving behind a flawless blue sky that doesn’t seem to belong above the ice-crusted city below. In the sunlight, the metal and glass of the skyscrapers sparkles.

“Looks so much warmer,” I say to Jonah as we go inside. “Feels so much colder.”

“Just Chicago playing tricks with your head. It loves to do that.”

 This time, we take a different bank of elevators to go to the residential levels of the building. Maddox has chosen to live only stories from his club. Does he ever feel closed in? No, I realize, he can’t. Not with the views from the Orchid, and probably from this apartment too.

So I’m looking forward to getting a look around—until Maddox opens the door, letting us into an argument.

“You’re judging me,” says a blond woman, voice strained as she paces in the background. “I thought you promised not to do that.”

“I’m not judging you,” retorts Maddox. “I’m judging him.”

“Stop calling Griffin him!”

Maddox sighs and looks at us like, You see where this is going. I don’t, but Jonah obviously does. Already his lips are set in a firm line, a small wrinkle between his eyes the only evidence of the frown he’s trying to suppress. He says, “Elise? It’s me.”

“Jonah!”

Elise stops pacing and hurries toward him, arms outstretched, almost like a little kid would. Maybe on some level we always remain childish with the people we knew at the beginning of our lives. Jonah bundles her up in his hug, more openly affectionate than I’ve ever seen him, except with me.

When he lets go of his sister, I’m able to get a good look at her. She’s a couple inches shorter than I am, voluptuous for her height and weight—the kind of woman who probably curses the day the hourglass figure went out of style. Yet her clothing swallows her, pastel drapey stuff that turns her pale, china-doll complexion almost ghostly. Although I know she’s older than Maddox, in her late twenties, Elise looks almost like a girl in high school. Her style contains only one element of pure chic—her blond pixie cut frames her round face to perfection. The part of my brain programmed by Mom and Chloe whispers, Any girl who realizes she can pull off that hairdo ought to know how to dress better.

 Weirdly, I feel like I’m looking at . . . a costume. She wants the world to see her as a fragile child, though I don’t know why. My first assumption would be that it’s for her own comfort, but I don’t think that’s the case here. No matter how perfectly this look has been assembled, Elise seems ill at ease within it.

Then again, the situation they’re all in is reason enough for discomfort.

“Who’s this?” Elise says, looking me up and down.

Jonah’s hand brushes against my shoulder. “Elise, this is Vivienne Charles. Vivienne, my sister Elise Hale.”

“You’re going to love Vivienne,” Maddox promises. His mood seems to have lifted with the change of subject. “She’s great.”

“Thanks,” I say. “Pleasure to meet you, Elise.”

She smiles, but the expression is stiff. I realize Maddox didn’t say I was going to love her.

“When is Rebecca phoning in?” Jonah says as we step into the living room.

“About—ten minutes? Let me put out some wine and cheese.” Maddox sighs. “We could use the wine, at least.”

Unsurprisingly, Maddox’s house is as spectacular as his nightclub. While the view beyond the windows dazzles, it’s the interior I like best. I see the same sort of earthy colors as in the Orchid, but paler—more sand than stone. The furnishings look to be made of reclaimed wood, or are restored antiques recovered in modern fabrics. Everything looks classic and yet comfortable too. On the floor is a batik rug; on the walls are bookshelves, laden with well-loved novels. This is the home I’d expect for a novelist or a scholar of means, not a nightclub owner. “Your place is gorgeous, Maddox.”

“Thank the decorator.” He points toward Elise. “She did the club too.”

I’m startled. Elise looks like she’s deliberately divorced herself from any sense of style—and she’s a professional decorator? Then again, this apartment is proof that she knows her stuff. I guess a talented professional always tries to think like her client. “You translated Maddox’s spirit,” I say. “That’s amazing.”

“Oh.” Her smile gentles. Only then do I realize some of her reserve is insecurity. “Thank you.”

“Just wait until she opens her own design business,” Maddox says as he puts a large cheese board on the coffee table in front of the taupe suede couch where we’re all sitting. “Soon she’ll be a decorating star. Maybe we can wrangle you one of those HGTV shows.”

I laugh. “You know, I could see it.” Certainly Elise is beautiful enough for TV. She just needs an injection of glamour.

Elise ducks her head, runs her hand along the bare nape of her neck. “I’m not in any hurry.”

Sounds normal enough, but both Jonah and Maddox stare at her. After a moment, Jonah sighs—disappointed, but not surprised. Maddox is the one who’s angry. “You said this year. Which is only a couple days from being next year, but I figured, hey, it takes some time—”

“I have certain advantages at Chapel and Associates, you know?” she says. Each word sounds brittle, on the verge of breaking. “Corporate accounts, health insurance—”

“Come on,” Maddox snaps. “You’re a millionaire, Elise. What the hell are you worrying about insurance for?”

It’s not Elise who answers; it’s Jonah. “She doesn’t need it. Griffin does.”

As soon as Jonah pronounces the name Griffin, Elise snaps. “How many times do I have to have this conversation today? Don’t we have other priorities?”

Maddox looks like he’s ready to argue, but Jonah speaks first. “You’re right. This isn’t the time.”

Normally Jonah wouldn’t back off so quickly, especially not when he feels as strongly as he seems to feel about Elise’s significant other. But I think he actually backed off because they have so much other family business to deal with. The longer I look at Elise, the more I understand her look. She doesn’t try to hide her fragility; she demands that the world see it and acknowledge, on some level, that she has been broken.

“Fine, fine.” Maddox surrenders. “It’s almost time anyway.” He opens his laptop and sits on the sofa on the other side of Jonah. As soon as he signs in to Skype, we get the signal for an incoming call. Maddox hits the key to answer, then grins. “There you are.”

“Here I am,” says Rebecca.

My first, uncharitable thought is that Jonah got the looks in the family. Not that Rebecca’s hideous or anything: Plain is the word my mother would use. Her features strongly resemble Jonah’s, only more delicate—long face, strong cheekbones, dark hair contrasting with fair skin and pale eyes, though hers are blue instead of gray. She wears a simple white tank top, her hair in a messy bun, no makeup, and a rose-gold pendant around her neck, in the shape of a crescent moon. There’s absolutely nothing about her that would make anyone look twice.

She’s a botanist at work in the field, you ass, I remind myself. Probably she’s been digging in tropical heat for hours by now. Should she have worn Versace for the occasion?

Then Rebecca returns Maddox’s smile, and in that one instant I realize—when she chooses, Rebecca Marks can be radiant.

Her voice is shaded with static; it’s not a great connection. “Hi, everyone. Who’s the newcomer? You don’t look like a lawyer.”

“She isn’t,” Jonah says. “This is Vivienne.”

“Oh. Hi, Vivienne.”

“Hey there.”

So, Jonah told at least one of his sisters about me, and she must have liked what she’d heard. Rebecca’s eyes shift between me and Jonah knowingly, but she doesn’t derail the conversation to tease him. Instead, her smile fades as she says, “All right, let’s go ahead and spoil our day already. What’s going on with Carter?”

“Short version,” Maddox says, “Jonah was questioned in regard to—some crimes in Austin. He’s innocent, which we would know anyway, but Vivienne here can absolutely confirm for us and for the police, since she was with him across town at the time. But Carter doesn’t believe Vivienne, or he doesn’t want to, because he thinks he can use this to his advantage.”

“You mean he wants to use the morality clause to rob Jonah of his part of the trust,” Rebecca says.

Elise nods. “Precisely.”

“He’s doomed to failure, obviously,” Maddox continues. “However, he could cause a lot of trouble for Jonah in between.”

“What else can he do?” I ask. “Legally, I mean.” Other than offering Jonah the buyout, it seems like Carter has nothing else to try.

“Not much, but he can feed the story to a tabloid or TMZ,” Elise says. “He’s done it before. There’s not one of us he won’t rake across the coals if it earns him a few lines of sympathetic press. If he went public with this? Jonah would have to live with all the shame of a conviction, even though he’s done nothing.”

Maddox swears under his breath. “Basically, he’s blackmailing Jonah for something Jonah didn’t do.”

“He thinks I’m guilty.” Jonah’s expression is grim. “Doesn’t matter. The point is, I’m innocent. In the end, nothing’s going to happen to me. I’d rather this were kept secret, but I don’t want any of you putting yourselves on the line to protect me from—harassment, nothing more.”

“And show Dad he can divide-and-conquer us?” Maddox retorts. “No way. We stick together no matter what.”

“That’s the only thing he ever taught us,” Elise says, too lightly. “And it’s the only lesson he never wanted us to learn. I love it when we prove he doesn’t actually control our entire lives.”

Jonah shakes his head. “Carter controls the board of trustees. That’s enough.”

Rebecca leans forward, her oval face filling the laptop screen. “You guys aren’t thinking strategically.”

They all stare at her, genuinely taken aback. I can believe that this soft-spoken, no-nonsense scientist doesn’t get into the family drama often—and I’ve already heard them talking about how hard they try to keep her out of it. Right now, however, her blue eyes are bright, and the flush in her cheeks testifies to the emotion pent up inside.

Jonah finally asks, “Strategy?”

“The best defense is a good offense,” Rebecca says. “We have to go after him. Screw with his head for a change, and see how he likes it.”

Elise sighs. “As much as I like the sound of that—and I like it a lot—what are we supposed to go after him with? Say he made up all the stories about Mom? We know he didn’t.”

“We could come up with something,” Maddox says. A frown line appears between his eyes. “Say he—he came to us with some plan to go around the board of directors? Like he’s screwing with the business? There’s a meeting of the Oceanic board tomorrow; he’s planning to fly out of town immediately afterward. Instead we could go in there, bust it up, turn them against him.”

“I don’t know enough corporate law to make that convincing.” Jonah’s voice is heavy. “You’re more of a businessman than I am, Mad, but I doubt you could pull it off either.”

In disbelief, I look from one to the other. Why isn’t anyone suggesting the obvious? Then it hits me—to them, it isn’t obvious. It wouldn’t have been obvious to me either, until very recently. Not until I fell for Jonah and learned this painful, precious lesson: Honesty is the only way out. No matter how deep it cuts, no matter how much you bleed, the truth can still save you. It’s the only thing that can.

“Guys?” I begin. They all turn toward me; obviously nobody expected me to chime in, but nobody tells me to butt out either. “If you want to take Carter down, you can’t use his methods. You have to be better than that. More fearless.”

“What do you mean?” Elise says. Jonah straightens, no doubt realizing what I’m about to say. I give him one second to stop me if I’m going too far—and I might be. But he doesn’t say a word.

So I take a deep breath and finish. “Carter’s prepared to go public with a lie? Then we tell him you’re prepared to go public with the truth.”

It’s as if a lightning bolt crashed into this room. All of them gape, and my hair stands on end, as if charged. Maddox manages to speak first. “When you say the truth—”

“She means the truth,” Rebecca says. Her blue eyes blaze through the computer screen. As quiet as this woman first seemed to me, now I see the steel in her. “We tell the world what he did to our mother, what he did to us. We tell everyone what really happened inside Redgrave House. All of it.”

Elise starts shaking her head no, but she looks toward Maddox for guidance. Maddox says, “You realize there’s no taking that back. Ever.”

“That’s the point, Mad.” The fury in Jonah’s face is close to joy. Closer to danger. This is Jonah the predator, the one who gets off on power, domination and control. I’ve only ever seen him like this in bed. It scares me as much as it turns me on. “That’s exactly what Vivienne is saying. If we want to defeat Carter, half measures won’t do. No temporary fixes. No, we have to go nuclear. We have to destroy him.”





 Seventeen

We walk back into the Hale Hotel Group building the next day, barely pausing at the security desk. “We’re going up,” Maddox says to the guards—not unpleasantly, but in a tone that doesn’t allow for argument. I’m alongside Maddox, while Elise brings up the rear. Her deliberately childlike appearance is even more strikingly odd in this building, where she contrasts so strongly with the polished black stone around us.

Jonah’s three steps ahead of everyone else. The nearest guard only manages to unlock the turnstile in the moment before Jonah strides through it. His shoulders are braced like a boxer preparing to go back into the ring.

I hope that’s a metaphor. I’m not sure. The scarcely bottled tension within Jonah is clearly on the verge of exploding.

Only after the elevator doors shut around us does Maddox mutter, “I’m not as sure about this as you guys.”

Jonah looks at him, his eyes like steel. He doesn’t want anyone to get in his way—not even his beloved brother. “If you’re having second thoughts, say so now.”

“I’m not going to back down,” Maddox insists. The glowing numbers over the doors mark ever-higher stories; I swallow to pop my ears. “Just making sure we’re all clear this is going to be the biggest shitshow any of us has ever seen.”

Elise sighs. “I’m not looking forward to being hounded by the paparazzi either. But it’s not going to come to that. Is it?”

Jonah turns toward them. “You both need to be clear on this: If Carter calls our bluff, we’re going through with it.” He emphasizes every word, like separate shots from a gun. “If either of you backs down, that’s it. We’re done. And once Carter thinks he can get away with this, he’ll believe he can get away with anything.”

“He has gotten away with everything.” Elise sounds sharper, harder—more knowing. I think this is the first time I’ve heard her true voice.

“Until now. We stop it here.” Jonah looks at his two siblings, whose uncertainty is far clearer in this small private space. Grandstanding for the crowd is one thing; facing down something harsh one-on-one is a hell of a lot harder. I watch his expression change as he finally remembers himself for a moment. “I realize you’re taking this step only to protect me. Thank you for that.”

“It’s not just for you.” Maddox’s laugh breaks off, awkward and unfinished. “Like you said, if this doesn’t work, we’re all done. You’re just the first one on Dad’s chopping block. He still means to break us eventually. Each and every one of us. So we stand up now.”

A silence falls. They’re going ahead with this—I know that—but I also know how completely freaked-out they all feel. Even Jonah. His fury masks deeper, less obvious emotions, but by now I understand this man enough to realize what he’s enduring inside. I felt some shadow of it when Jonah confronted Anthony—the first time anyone confronted my rapist about exactly what he’d done to me. I felt exhilaration, yes, and power too, but also a sick kind of fear. Before that I knew the boundaries of my suffering as well as a longtime prisoner must know the dimensions of his cell. When the truth came out, I realized everything would change. Sometimes it’s hard to let go of the pain you already know.

As it turns out, things seem to have changed for the better. Yet I didn’t know it when we stood on my parents’ lawn, my heart pounding as Jonah finally saw Anthony for what he really was. Then I felt as if I had just been pushed over a cliff.

And even I have never had the strength to confront Anthony myself, in my own voice, the way they’re about to confront Carter Hale.

“Sometimes—” I begin, and they all three stare at me. “Sometimes there are secrets we keep to protect other people. But sometimes there are secrets we have to tell to protect ourselves.”

Maddox nods, but absently. He’s so focused on the confrontation ahead that he can’t really hear me. Elise, however—it’s like she’s on the verge of anger, asking me where the hell I get off, lecturing her on how to deal with this. I couldn’t blame her if she felt that way. But even as she opens her mouth, I see comprehension sink in. Elise might not have discovered exactly what happened in my past, but she knows we share enough for me to understand.

Jonah’s gray eyes meet mine. I expect to see the same empathy there, maybe mixed in with his anger for Carter. Instead what I see is a fury that goes so deep it frightens me. It’s as if, in this instant, Jonah has forgotten how to feel anything but hate.

I used to think he was so cool, so untouchable. But now I wonder whether Jonah is like one of the dormant volcanoes he studies—solid as stone, proud as a mountain, seemingly implacable but with a fire deep within that could erupt at any time.

I reach for his hand—his touch would reassure me—but that’s when the elevator stops and opens the door with a chime. The show is on.

We can hear Carter’s voice from the boardroom as we walk down the hallway. Various scurrying interns and secretaries part to clear our way like the Red Sea around Moses. “If we call a shareholder meeting, within the—” Carter’s drone shifts up an octave as he sees us walk in. “What are you doing here?”

“Final negotiations,” Jonah replies.

Carter laughs. “You’re in no position to negotiate.”

But Jonah isn’t so easily baited. “We’ll see. Ladies and gentlemen of the board, I apologize for the intrusion. This won’t take long.”

A dozen people in polished business suits stare at us like we just spilled out of a clown car. Clearly most of them know who Jonah, Maddox, and Elise are, but none of them have the slightest clue why we’ve shown up today. Carter looks down at the tablet in front of him, like some data for review is more important than anything we could possibly say.

Jonah addresses the room. “Mr. Hale has made a buyout offer for my share of the trust, which would give him a controlling interest in Oceanic. Although he’ll deny it, he intends to release false information about me if I don’t accept the offer.”

Carter looks up then, squinting at Jonah. He believes in Jonah’s guilt so deeply that he can’t comprehend the confidence he sees.

As for Jonah, he sounds . . . reasonable. Measured. He has banked down his anger so that he can get close enough to deliver the killing blow.

“Should Mr. Hale take this step,” Jonah continues, “my siblings and I will feel obligated to release some completely true information about Mr. Hale. It will be personal. It will be graphic. If it weren’t for the statute of limitations, it would be criminal. And it will be, without question, the biggest scandal this company has ever seen. We are all prepared to sign affidavits, to speak to the press, and to testify in court if necessary. You should understand—if it comes to that, there is very little question that this board would be compelled to ask Mr. Hale to step down as CEO.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Carter says.

 “You know, Dad.” Maddox bunches his fists in the pockets of his camel hair overcoat. “Don’t pretend not to get it. This one time—you don’t have to admit it—just don’t pretend you don’t know what we’re talking about. Could you give me that much honesty for once in your life?”

The naked plea there breaks my heart. Maddox is the unluckiest of the kids, I realize. He’s the only one who still wishes his father were someone he could love.

Carter doesn’t give his son that small sign of respect, but he hesitates one moment too long before answering. “This is nonsense. You’re disrupting this meeting for no purpose.”

Everyone else sitting around the boardroom stares at Carter. None of them can guess what’s going on, but by now they’ve all realized Jonah isn’t bluffing. Our threat may be veiled, but it’s real.

“We’ll all testify to this,” Elise stresses. She has found her strength at last. “In court, in affidavits, or even to the National fucking Enquirer if it comes to that. Just know this, Dad. If you fire the first shot—we’ll fire the second. And the second shot will be the last one you ever hear.”

Jonah keeps going, as smoothly as though nobody else had said a word since we walked into the room. “Finally, if Mr. Hale does seek retribution for my rejection of his offer, both recipients of the trust are prepared to sign over all proceeds of the trust to charity, effective immediately.”

Carter blanches. “That’s not—”

“It’s a clause in the trust, as you know,” Jonah says. Only now does he look directly at Carter. There’s no hint of the depthless contempt he feels on his face; it’s all in his voice, in every word he speaks to his stepfather. “We’re legal adults. So if both Rebecca and I choose, we can surrender the entire trust—including all our stock in Oceanic Airlines—to any mutually agreed-upon, legitimate charity. We spoke earlier today and agreed we especially like Carbon Cull.”

 Carbon Cull is an environmental group specifically targeting the enormous air pollution caused by jets. The first thing they’d do with such a massive interest in the airline is slash into profits in order to save the world. Not a bad plan, really. But to judge by Carter Hale’s ashen face, he doesn’t agree.

“You can’t do that,” Carter says. At first he sounds hoarse and weak—like someone punched in the gut—but he regains some strength as he keeps going. “Rebecca would have to be here in person to register her vote on that, and she shows no sign of returning from the jungle anytime soon.”

“Nope,” Maddox says. “But according to the trust, Rebecca can designate a legal proxy to conduct business for her in the United States during her absence, if she fills out the proper forms and e-mails them to us—and as of ten minutes ago, she has.”

Carter’s face has turned red with rage, or maybe embarrassment at his total powerlessness. “A proxy?”

I raise my hand and wave. “Hi.”

One of the executives seated around the table glares at Carter over the rims of her eyeglasses. “Mr. Hale, is this situation likely to arise? Because I needn’t explain how . . . problematic that would be for Oceanic Airlines.”

That’s corporate-speak for Shut up about Jonah.

Carter turns toward Jonah, and when I see his face, I shudder. The anger within Carter now is worse than the fury I saw in Jonah while we rode the elevator. It’s vicious, contemptuous—almost reptilian. This is my one glimpse of the true Carter Hale. This is what he looked like when he dragged a young boy into the bedroom to watch his mother being raped.

“This is merely a hypothetical,” Carter says. His answer is for the executive, but his gaze never leaves Jonah. “We won’t be dealing with that situation anytime soon.”

The executives are relieved. Maddox breathes out heavily, and Elise sags against his arm. They think that because the confrontation is over, the danger has passed.

But I see the way Carter and Jonah are looking at each other. Under his breath, Carter says, “This isn’t over. It hasn’t even begun.”

Carter Hale will want revenge for this someday. Soon.

For now, though, Jonah has won.

•   •   •

“You’re sure you won’t come with us?” Maddox holds open the taxicab door, while Elise smiles out at us, like we might all four pile in the back. “Dad backed down! His tail was practically between his legs. You don’t think that’s worth a bottle of champagne?”

“No,” Jonah says. His expression is unfathomable. The gray winter day seems to have claimed him—his pale skin, his eyes, the light blue of his muffler reflecting the metal city and frozen river around us. “Vivienne and I need some time.”

I don’t need any time. But if Jonah does, okay. “We’ll see you guys again before we leave town,” I promise. “Besides, I bet the two of you can murder a bottle of champagne all on your own.”

Elise laughs. “I won’t mind trying!”

Maddox wraps me in a one-armed hug, which I return. He smells like sandalwood. Then he turns toward Jonah, and his gaze betrays how worried he is. “Sure you’re all right?”

“When have I ever been?” Jonah says. It’s not a joke. “Go have fun, Mad. We’ll talk soon.”

Although Maddox clearly remains unconvinced, he nods. Silently he hugs Jonah, embracing him a moment longer than he did me. “Good-bye,” he says against Jonah’s shoulder. Then he turns back toward the cab, giving all his attention to Elise as brother and sister take off to celebrate.

After the car pulls away, I slide my arm through Jonah’s. “Now what?”

 “We’re going home.”

“Okay.” His decision is sudden, but I want to support him. Besides, the novelty of the snow is wearing off. “I doubt we could catch a night flight back to Austin, but there’s got to be one tomorrow.”

“I didn’t mean Austin.” He begins walking forward, pulling me alongside him.

“Then what—”

“Like Maddox said, Carter’s flying out right after the board meeting. His fucking helicopter’s on the roof, pretentious bastard.” Jonah glances up at the skyscraper behind us, as if his gaze were a missile that could shoot the copter down. “Mad and Elise will go to his club. Mom’s still swaddled in her luxury spa in the desert. So that means the house is ours.”

“Redgrave House,” I say. “We’re going there?”

“Now.”

For lots of guys, inviting his girlfriend to see his childhood home would be a sweet gesture. The kind of thing you see in cheesy television ads for engagement rings.

For Jonah, this is a journey to the scene of the crime.





 Eighteen

We walk to Redgrave House. It’s located close enough for me to endure the chill that long, despite the icy air that creeps in at my coat’s sleeves and collar.

If Jonah even feels the cold, he shows no sign.

His family home is one of the few private residences remaining in downtown Chicago, a building listed on the National Historic Register. I knew what the front of the house looked like before I ever met Jonah; it was featured in the art nouveau section of a Decorative Architecture seminar I took.

Yet this knowledge hasn’t prepared me for the impact of seeing Redgrave House in person.

As we walk closer, the house slowly takes shape in the snowy night. First I make out the grayish stone stretching up for four stories, so skillfully designed that even the enormous skyscrapers nearby don’t make it any less imposing. Then I see the famous caryatids, statues of women nearly two stories high. They wear classical drapery that clings to their muscular forms, and they each seem to bow their head under the weight of the cornice they support. Snow and ice have crusted on the statues’ faces, as if someone had wanted to blind them.

 Jonah’s hand grips mine like a lifeline, but he doesn’t look over at me once as he punches in a security code at the gate. The lock clicks and falls open, clearing our path to the enormous red doors.

From his pocket, he takes a key—not one he carries on his normal chain. It’s brass, I think, larger than keys are made today, complete with an ornate fob. As he slides it into the keyhole, I find myself remembering fairy tales. Mysteries. The kinds of stories that would begin with such a key.

Nobody ever starts a horror story that way. Which is strange, considering what happened in this house.

Inside it’s completely dark. When Jonah finds the light switch, an enormous chandelier glows bright, revealing the interior to me. I see—perfection. Or what my mother would call perfection, because everything from the hardwood floor to the Aubusson rugs to the pristine white furnishings is expensive, designer, and flawless. My mother wouldn’t care that this place feels utterly emotionally cold.

Not one picture on the walls reveals any sense of artistic taste or emotional connection. They seem to have been chosen merely to match the paler-than-pale color scheme. No photos of Jonah or his siblings are displayed anywhere. Not a single houseplant blooms from a pot. I’m grateful there’s no pet, for the animal’s sake. Instead everything is laid out with the sterile precision of a surgeon’s operating theater. A marble-topped coffee table displays a fan of decorating magazines that probably were never read; the floors shine so brilliantly that I hesitate to step off the smaller rug near the door, thinking the surface might be slippery and wet.

Jonah answers the question without my even having to ask it. “We spent most of our time upstairs,” he says, as he pushes the heavy door shut. Then he slides a heavy dead bolt lock into place; it feels like he’s sealed us off from the rest of the world.

“Upstairs. Okay.” I tug off my knit cap and tuck a lock of my hair behind one ear. “Why?”

 “These rooms are like the façade. They’re meant to impress the outside world—for receptions, dinner parties, their ‘charity’ events where they show off.” Jonah’s stare is remote. “The upper stories served as our cage.”

A shiver runs along my back. But when Jonah grips my hand in his, I let him pull me onto the stairs—steep and dark. These weren’t built to enhance the grand spectacle of the ground floor. Their narrowness suggests that nobody would ever want to walk up, or perhaps that nobody could easily get out.

“Where’s the butler?” I meant it as a joke to defuse the tension, but then I realize it’s a valid question.

“None of the staff lives in,” Jonah says, his gaze locked on the landing above us. “Carter never wanted that. He wants to be waited on hand and foot, but he also wants silence. Secrecy. He doesn’t want extra witnesses.”

The landing on the second floor is clean but nondescript. Hunter green paint on the walls darkens the space and makes it feel smaller. Although there’s no visible line, I can sense the division between Carter and Lorena, the way they’ve split their house in two. There’s a distinct lack of any furnishing or clutter on his side, while a stack of old newspapers rests in her corner beneath an oil painting of racehorses, which hangs askew on the wall.

“We slept on the third floor,” Jonah says, as he stares up the next flight of steps. “We had a playroom, which was supposed to be a privilege. Really Carter didn’t want us in the rest of his house or his life, except when and how he chose.”

“Did they keep your room the way it was?” I know the answer is no before I ask. But I want to learn how Jonah will respond. What does he need from this house? What does he want? Surely not nostalgia . . .

“I haven’t been upstairs once since I left home at eighteen.” He shows no sign of wanting to go up now either. “Come on.”

 Jonah opens Carter’s door. The word trespassing flashes through my mind, but that’s ridiculous. While I was talking through legal stuff with the family on the Skype call, Maddox mentioned that the trust guarantees that Jonah will always own a share of this house. You can’t trespass on your own property.

Yet my nerves jangle. My heart races. We aren’t breaking the law; we’re breaking a taboo. That’s more frightening by far.

Carter’s rooms are almost empty. The furnishings are antique pieces, ornately scrolled, but set so far apart from each other that this could be a showroom. Heavy, dark drapes seal out whatever light could shine through the windows. No photographs. The only sign of modernity is a top-of-the-line sound system, which lines most of one wall. Jonah snaps it on, tunes it to satellite radio, and turns from droning business reports until he finds classical music. Opera.

“Don Giovanni,” Jonah says. He doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t let go of my hand. Instead he turns the volume up so loud that the house seems to vibrate around us. “Very near the end.”

I wince against the thunderous bass voice that seems to fill this room. At this decibel level, the opera seems less beautiful. More aggressive.

Jonah pulls me away. At first I’d thought he was going to vandalize this space, and that I’d have to talk him out of it. Destruction of property would be a crime, one Carter would surely prosecute. But Jonah simply drags me along until we reach an inner door, one that leads to a completely bare room.

Wooden floor. Golden walls. And on the longest wall, an enormous fireplace—one with a green marble mantel, held up by two columns.

We can only be passing through. “That door—” I point to the one opposite us. “Does that lead to your mother’s side of the house?”

“Yes.” But Jonah doesn’t walk toward it. He’s breathing faster. “Nothing to see there. Unless you were wondering what Miss Havisham’s house would look like in the twenty-first century.”

I wasn’t. “Jonah, what are we doing here?”

“This was the only room.” Jonah lets go of my hand to pace around the octagonal room, like a panther in a cage. “The only one he never used. He’d drag her out of her bedroom. Up to our rooms, sometimes, when Rebecca and Mad weren’t home. In the hall, on the fucking stairs. But for some reason he never did it here. I guess he just never got around to doing that.”

I know, now, what Jonah wants. “The one room he kept clean,” I say. “You want to defile it.”

He doesn’t even look at me. “Take off your clothes. Now. You don’t leave here until I say so. And you don’t get to leave without being fucked.”

We’ve gone to some troubling places together. Wrestled with our most intimate and shameful demons. But something about this moment, this scene, feels more dangerous than anything that went before.

If that’s what Jonah needs, I can give it to him.

I let my coat fall to the floor, toe off my boots, step on the toes of my socks to ditch them too. When I unbuckle my belt, Jonah grabs it from me. The leather slithers hot and fast against my palm.

“Come on,” he says, his voice shaking in . . . impatience. Need. Something else I dare not identify. “Come on.”

Sweater. Now panties. Jonah’s eyes darken as he sees me bare from the waist down, or the pale pink traces of my nipples through the lace of my bra. As soon as I’ve unhooked it, Jonah wheels me around so he can yank my hands behind my back. He winds my belt around my wrists, a binding that won’t give. Only once I’m naked and tied does he push me to my knees.

“You’re all whores,” Jonah says as he comes toward me, unfastening his pants. “Every single one of you. Do you think you’re different? Do you think you’re better? You’re not. I’m going to teach you what you are.”

His words lash me, though in the way I want to be lashed. All our pent-up ugliness flows free at moments like this—when it’s no longer our prison but our fuel.

Jonah takes out his enormous cock. The first time I saw the length of him, he intimidated me. I’d never been with a guy even close to that big, and felt like he’d break me in two. Even now, after all we’ve done, I find myself trembling. His thumb pushes between my lips as he forces my mouth open.

“Wider,” he says as I struggle to accommodate him. “Take it all. I want you to gag.”

I try. It’s hard—he’ll pull back just enough to get the friction, to feel me choke—but then he’s in there, all the way in, and my throat convulses around him. Jonah groans in satisfaction.

“You’re all like this.” His voice is ragged as he rocks forward and back, the huge head of his cock filling my mouth and throat in turn. “You think you want it soft. You think you get to say when. But you don’t. Not with me. I own you, do you understand? I fucking own you.”

Will he come in my mouth? I’m ready for that. I like it.

And yet Jonah senses this. Hates it. He pushes me back so hard that I nearly fall. “You think you want it, don’t you? But you don’t want what I’m going to do to you. I’m going to find your limit, and that’s where I’m going to break you, do you understand?”

“You don’t get to break me,” I retort. I can’t get a handle on the scenario he wants. Submission didn’t work? I’ll try defiance.

That’s closer. Jonah’s eyes blaze as he hauls me to my feet. Leather snaps around my wrists as he rips my belt away. “Run,” he says. “While you can.”

I dash for the door, the one that leads to Carter’s side of the house, and tear naked through these nearly empty rooms. The opera music swells louder, until it’s almost deafening—and the melody has shifted into a minor key. The chorus sounds ominous. Whatever this opera is about, it’s no love story.

Scrambling, I find my way into Carter’s bedroom and slam the door behind me. There’s a lock, but I hesitate before turning it. Would Jonah kick the door down? Is that something he wants discovered?

My hesitation lasts too long. Jonah shoulders through.

He says nothing, merely grabs my shoulders to push me into the wall again. I wriggle free and lunge through the nearest open door—the one that leads to an enormous, opulent bathroom in marble. This takes me nowhere. Then Jonah’s arm closes around my waist, and his hand fists in my hair.

As I cry out, he says, “You can’t get away. Fight all you want. But you can’t. You’re mine.”

I thrash in his grip, to no avail. Jonah picks me up and slings me over his shoulder. Dizzy, upside down, I can only dimly see that Jonah’s opening all the drawers, in search of something. What? A hairbrush to spank me with?

He turns and strides out with me dangling on his shoulder like a caveman’s prize. At first I think he’ll throw me on Carter’s bed and take me there—Freudian revenge—but instead he marches us back to that one bare room. The only place in this house where he hasn’t witnessed a rape: That’s where he wants to commit one.

Jonah drops me back onto my feet. I try to spin away from him, but he slaps me across the face. Hard.

I stagger into the wall, my back pressed against the carved wood. It’s all right for Jonah to hit me during one of our games; that’s in our rules. As long as he doesn’t intend to injure or scar me, I’m his to smack around. But actually having him do it, that hard, shocks me more than I’d realized it would.

“You don’t think it can get worse?” Jonah mutters. I realize what he’s holding in his other hand; it’s a tub of petroleum jelly. “It’s about to.”

With that he shoves me so hard that I fall, knees jarring against the floor. My cry of pain is genuine. He’s still within our boundaries, but only now do I realize how comfortable I’d become within our games. Not since the first time he took me has this fantasy felt so dangerous. So real.

“Brace yourself.” Jonah gets down on his knees behind me and grabs my hair again. “Find something to hold you up, or else I’m going to fuck you through the floor.”

I’m only a few paces from the fireplace, so I crawl toward that, grabbing the marble pillar with both hands. My breaths are coming so deep and fast that I’m panting, and the marble feels good against my sweaty hands.

“Spread your legs. Wider,” Jonah commands me. I obey. The plastic clatter of a lid hits the floor—and then I feel Jonah’s slicked fingers at the entrance to my ass.

Oh, God. He’s only ever fucked my ass once. It scared me beforehand, during, and ever since. I came so hard, but with a vibrator, something we don’t have now. This time, it’s enough for Jonah to humiliate me. To subject me to something I’ve always found frightening and shameful. Maybe he even wants to hurt me.

Silver, whispers the voice in my head. But I don’t need the safe word. Not yet. This scares me, but it excites me even more.

Two fingers inside me now. Three. My body stretches around him, and my face flushes hot as I imagine how he must see me in this moment. The cheek he slapped burns, and tears are welling in my eyes.

He notices. “Cry for me again. Cry all you want. Doesn’t do a damned bit of good.”

I don’t feel the need to weep. It’s shame coming over me now, deep primal shame. That’s enough to turn my face scarlet and scramble every thought in my head. Enough to drive me wild.

Silver, I think. I say nothing. Because shame is something else Jonah gives me, something I enjoy so much more than I want to.

Jonah’s pants slip further down his body with the rustling of wool, the clinking of his belt. The head of his cock presses against the entrance to my ass, firm and insistent. “Don’t you want to beg me? Even just to use your cunt instead?”

“Would—” My throat closes around the word. “Would it make any difference if I did?”

“No,” Jonah says, and he pushes inside.

Fuck. My jaw drops. The aching burn is so intense it’s as if I’m being turned inside out. Jonah’s enormous cock presses deeper into me—slowly, but without ceasing. I moan in defeat, and yet also in pleasure. Jonah has erased every objection, every coherent thought. Now I am nothing but his vessel.

Then Jonah starts fucking me in earnest, his strokes going deeper and faster. The petroleum jelly slicks me enough that the friction doesn’t hurt; that doesn’t change the fact that I feel split apart. Speared. As he speeds up, my joints rock and I have to brace myself harder against the mantelpiece. My hair swings around my face, tendrils sticking to my sweaty, flushed cheeks.

“I’m using you.” Jonah’s growl is one of animal triumph. “You’re only in this world so I can use you.”

He grabs my hair again, tighter. Again I shout in pain, but Jonah doesn’t even hear. He’s slamming into me now, the slap of his body against mine echoing obscenely in the small room. Through the haze of arousal I can see only the empty fireplace in front of me, the ashes left behind. It’s like I can’t feel anything in the world but his cock, the way he’s taken me over completely—

The pleasure swells inside me. It has little to do with the way Jonah’s abusing my body, everything to do with my twisted satisfaction in that abuse. All I know is that the more savagely Jonah fucks my ass, the more desperation in my wordless cries, the better it is for us both. Jonah has set his demons loose, all of them, and we are holding absolutely nothing back.

A thrust, and my arousal peaks. Another, and it goes higher. Jonah pushes me, and pushes me, and even as my body has begun to burn, the world has gone dark and sparkly around the edges. The next time Jonah buries himself balls-deep in my ass, he pushes me over the edge. I scream the raw sound of orgasm, hands shaking against the marble pillar, Jonah’s cock still pumping inside.

If Jonah knows I came, he doesn’t acknowledge it. He just keeps going. “You bitch,” he pants. “You fucking bitch. You think this is as bad as it can get? We’re not even close. Wait until you find out what I have for you.”

What next? I can hardly think. I want to collapse into postorgasmic jelly, but instead I have to keep bracing myself against his assault. Will he use me until I collapse? I shouldn’t want that as much as I do.

All right, I think. All right. Complete surrender can feel so sweet.

“Just wait. Then we’ll know what it takes to break you.” Jonah slams into me again, so hard I wince. “What it takes to destroy you.”

Yes, Jonah, yes, do whatever you want with me. I have no choice. I’m yours to do what you want with—anything you want—

Suddenly he jerks back. His cock slides from my body. Despite my exhausted shaking, I try to remain braced. God only knows what he’ll do to me next. But when he remains quiet for a few moments, I dare to glance over my shoulder at him.

Jonah is rising to his feet, his still-hard cock jutting from him. His eyes are glazed like a man in a trance, and he’s started shaking even harder than me.

“Silver,” he says. “Silver.”

 It takes a moment for this to sink in. “You—you need to use the safe word?”

He nods as he takes a step backward from me, then another, until he thuds against the wall. Then he slides down it and curls into a ball, drawing his knees up until he can lean his head on them, hiding his face.

Jonah gets to have limits too. Whatever we found in this house—whatever primal scene he was reenacting—it finally took us to his limit, and past it.

Slowly, still naked and glistening from the Vaseline he used, I crawl toward him on trembling limbs. He doesn’t acknowledge me until I sit beside him and gingerly slide one arm around his shoulders. Then Jonah leans against me, burying his face in the side of my neck. His breaths catch in his throat, and I wonder if I will finally see this strong, implacable, unbreakable man start to cry.

I don’t. He holds it together. But we have to sit in this nightmarish house, in this barren room, for a very long time before either of us can move. Even then, we do not speak.





 Nineteen

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine. Can we just not—”

“Okay, Jonah. It’s okay. But you’d tell me if I needed—if we needed—”

“Just come here.”

We’re back in our room at the Drake Hotel, Jonah’s half-dressed in his undershirt and socks as he crawls into bed and holds his arm out for me. Despite the muscular strength evident in every sinew of his body, I see only the vulnerability in him. His gray eyes have never looked so haunted.

I slip under the covers beside him, still in my jeans and bra. Jonah wraps his arms around me, both giving comfort and seeking it. My body’s soreness matters little compared to the tension I feel in his every limb.

This should feel like sanctuary. A place of rest. Instead all I can think is that, at Redgrave House, I saw Jonah begin to shatter—and that process is still taking place. What happens when he’s totally fallen apart?

He won’t. Jonah’s stronger than that. You’ve both faced terrible truths, alone, for a long time now. You have the ability to face them together.

So I tell myself, and so I believe. Yet the person who needs to believe it most is Jonah, and right now, I doubt he could even hear me say the words, much less acknowledge their truth.

Finally I understand more of what Doreen was trying to say to me back when Jonah and I first reunited. She warned me about our limits, about how much more difficult a relationship becomes without them. I thought she was warning me about intense games like the one we just played out in Redgrave House, but that wasn’t what she meant at all.

She meant that when people push beyond their boundaries, we have to discover what lies on the other side.

What hides within Jonah’s darkness? I know it, roughly; I recognize its shape. But the full dimensions of his pain remain murky, perhaps unfathomable.

As I hold him tighter and close my eyes, I find myself remembering antique maps I’ve studied. In the margins, upon seas no Westerner had ever traveled, the calligraphy reads: Here be dragons.

•   •   •

We don’t sleep well that night. Jonah’s bad dreams jostle me awake, again and again. When I gently shake his shoulder, he regains consciousness just enough to put his arms around me once more. That helps him for a while.

But never for very long.

•   •   •

Jonah’s solemn silence continues the next day, all through our checkout from the hotel and our ride to the airport. I’m exhausted and worried, and I keep biting my ragged lips, which are chapped from the unfamiliar cold. Elise has drawn back into herself; she sits in the front passenger seat, the collar of her white leather coat turned up, staring into the distance.

Thank God for Maddox. “Like I’d make you guys take a taxi,” he says as he steers his McLaren sports car through the salt-crusted streets. “You’re my family. Why would I turn you over to some Uber driver?”

“I hear some of those drivers are dangerous,” Elise murmurs, without glancing toward her brother.

“You’d be fine with us,” Jonah says. He’s staring out the window at the cityscape around us, which grows less spectacular, more humdrum, as we get farther from downtown and into the burbs. I’d worry Jonah was upset with me if it weren’t for his leather-gloved hand over mine. He holds on tightly, never letting go for a moment.

Some guys with luxury cars freak out at the slightest hint of damage or even wear. Maddox, however, obviously understands that cars are for driving. Sludge and spatter don’t deter him as he darts in and out of traffic, determined to get us there in plenty of time. Yet he has enough attention left over to detect the strange, flat silence in the car, which he combats by turning up the satellite radio. Latin piano music cascades through the car, rippling like sunlight on water.

Jonah’s murky temper makes sense to me. Yesterday he found his breaking point, and it’s going to take him a while to pull back from that. I’m quiet mostly because I’m worried about him, and tired. Maddox has to drive. It’s Elise’s silence I don’t understand.

I mean, yesterday, we shut down Carter Hale. Embarrassed him in front of the airline’s board of directors, and made it clear that he can’t dominate his children one day longer. Shouldn’t she be elated? At least, you know, happy? Maddox seems cheerful enough—

 Cut it out, I tell myself. Elise’s mood is her own business. You’re only thinking about her because that doesn’t hurt as much as worrying about Jonah.

We get to the airport and say our farewells to Maddox in the usual jumbled line of cars and suitcases. As taxicabs crawl past us, Maddox embraces Elise, then Jonah, who wraps his arms around his little brother as if Maddox were the one who needed protection. When Maddox turns to me, I’m pleasantly surprised at how natural it feels when he hugs me too.

“Be there for Jonah, okay?” he whispers into my ear. “He needs to let someone take care of him for once.”

“I’m figuring that out.”

I kiss Maddox’s cheek, and he rewards me with a smile.

After the usual tedium of airport security, we sit down in what passes for a decent restaurant in O’Hare and have the most awkward family lunch ever.

“You’ll be okay in Texas?” Elise asks Jonah. “The police aren’t—they won’t give you any trouble?”

He shrugs. “They don’t have anything new to give me trouble about.”

“They didn’t have anything in the first place,” she points out. “That didn’t stop them.”

“It’s going to be fine, sooner or later,” I interject. Hopefully sooner.

Jonah finally snaps into focus as he turns his gaze on his sister. “And you’re going back to Griffin?”

She freezes—seemingly literally, with her entire body going stiff, and her skin turning pale. “Are we going to have this conversation again?”

“So that’s a yes.” Jonah sighs heavily. “Does he still make you live in that slum hole of an apartment?”

 Elise lifts her chin. “Griffin doesn’t want to be supported by my money. I think that’s honorable.”

“Fine. Great. He can pay for his own place. But he could let you live somewhere decent, or accept that living with you isn’t the same thing as mooching off you.”

“He’s proud, okay? It’s not the worst thing.”

“He can’t handle the reality that you’re richer than he is and always will be. So he controls you. Is he still picking out your clothes?” Jonah’s eyes narrow. “Is he still picking out your friends too? How long before he demands that you cut one of us loose? Or maybe he wants to push your entire family out.”

Elise goes very still. I think Jonah believed he was exaggerating, but he hit it exactly. Griffin wants Elise to separate herself from her family, and she must be considering it.

Elise whispers, “You don’t understand. You never will.”

Jonah’s cool anger cracks, and once again I see the raw pain he usually hides so well. “I’ll be back,” he says as he gets up and wanders in the general direction of the restrooms. Really I think he’s going to walk out of sight and simply stand there for a few minutes, regaining his composure.

Now Elise and I are alone for the first time ever, and I have no idea what to say. So, tell me about Griffin! Yeah, no. And what else do we have to talk about? Maddox, I guess—though as I recall, Maddox wasn’t fond of Griffin either. But just before I start spouting some inanity about the cold weather, I see a single tear well in Elise’s eye, then trickle down her cheek.

“Hey,” I murmur, offering her a Kleenex from my purse. “It’s okay.”

“Is it?”

My instincts tell me to despise Griffin just because Jonah does. Still, I know what it means to share a bond that the majority of people could never comprehend. Maybe Elise and Griffin understand each other in ways the rest of us can’t see. “If Griffin makes you happy, then nobody else’s opinion about your relationship matters. Not even Jonah’s.”

Elise looks up at me, and after a moment she smiles. Yet that slight hesitation has told me the one thing she doesn’t want anyone to know, the fact that vindicates Jonah completely: Griffin doesn’t make Elise happy.

“Brothers are always overprotective,” she says, trying to sound blithe. “Aren’t they?”

“Never had a brother.” I often wished for one. A big brother might have believed in me and kicked Anthony Whedon’s ass.

“Well, they are.” Her china-doll face finally dimples as her smile turns genuine. “I have to say, growing up the way we did—it’s just so surprising that Jonah turned out to be so traditional and . . . uptight.”

Say nothing. Don’t meet her eyes. Eat your breakfast.

“Good for him, I suppose.” Elise sighs. “We all have to find our own ways out.”

Here, at least, we completely agree. “Yeah. We do.”

•   •   •

Our flight passes with hardly a dozen words exchanged between Jonah and me. Again, he’s not freezing me out; when his arm isn’t around my shoulders, he’s holding my hand. For now, however, he’s wrestling his inner demons in silence. I want him to open up to me about it, but a crowded airplane is hardly the time.

After we land, every phone onboard is in its owner’s hand, being snapped back out of airplane mode. Texts cascade in front of my eyes, most of them from Carmen.

 I just realized your trip to Chi-town probably means you won’t have time to get ready for the New Year’s party—

Oh, shit. I agreed to throw the booze-free party for Geordie, didn’t I? What with the Marks-Hale family turmoil, I completely forgot.

Before I can groan, however, Carmen’s next texts come through.

I decided I’d throw one instead. Arturo and Shay are in, and they’re inviting a few friends.

All you have to do is figure out WTF we’re supposed to drink. Gotta be something more festive than ginger ale, right?

Geordie says he’s looking forward to it. We took the tree down for Arturo & company today—super fun.

I bite my lip to keep my smile from becoming too unbearably smug. Looks like the field is ripe for a little matchmaking. If Geordie and Carmen even need it.

“We have New Year’s plans, by the way,” I say to Jonah as the plane taxis toward the gate. Men in fluorescent orange vests hurry around on the tarmac outside our small oval window. “Sedate, but good. Does that work for you?”

“Why wouldn’t it?”

“You might have been planning to surprise me with tickets to something swanky.”

He glances at me, and the faint glint of humor in his eyes heartens me. “Do you really want to go to some big fancy party?”

“Nah. I can do that anytime.” Maybe I should explain Mardi Gras balls to Jonah before I invite him to one in February. “But I expect the unexpected from a guy who once swept me away for a romantic fling in Scotland.”

 Jonah kisses my temple. I thought leaving Chicago would help a little, putting some space between Jonah and his worst memories. Yet I still sense the weight pressing down on him. Last night he gave in to his most brutal demons. I can forgive him for that—there’s nothing to forgive. Jonah can’t forgive himself. He said the safe word because he was scared of what he was becoming, or what he might do.

I’m not scared. If Jonah could pull back at that moment, when he was fucking me senseless, surely he can control the beast within him. It feels safer, not more dangerous.

To me. Not to him. Do I trust his instincts or my own?

When Jonah remains quiet the entire drive back to my place, I know a conversation is brewing. I suspect it’s not one I’m going to like. But I wait for it, asking no questions. The old Lenny Kravitz song on the radio fills my mind as I focus on the lyrics like never before. I tap the beat out on the dashboard of Jonah’s sedan. If he even notices, he gives no sign.

We get home. Jonah leaves his suitcase in the trunk, and my first impulse is to say nothing. Let him go pull himself together. We can deal with this later.

But “dealing with it later” often turns into “dealing with it never.” I hate suspense. And Jonah and I are working hard to get to a place of deep, radical honesty. Biting my tongue now is a form of lying.

“Why not bring it in?” I venture. “Stay the night.”

He hesitates, but he takes the suitcase in. I guess that’s a win.

As soon as we’ve put our stuff down and shucked our coats, I force myself to say, “Something’s weighing on you. What is it?”

Jonah looks at me incredulously. “How can you ask that after yesterday?”

“Okay, it got rough. And I know it was—worse than rough, for you. If you’re worried about me, don’t be. I’ll always tell you when it’s too much for me. Okay? If you’re worried about yourself, just remember, when you needed to stop, you did. The safe word is for both of us.”

“It’s not that. Not only that, anyway.” He walks to the corner farthest from me—not that far, given the tininess of my living room. After one deep breath, he finally comes out with it. “We can’t play the games any longer.”

Oh, no. “We’ve been over this, remember? You said you could stop seeing me as fragile—as a victim—”

“I can, and I have. But I’m not doing this to protect you, Vivienne. I need to protect myself.”

Jonah gets to have limits too, my voice echoes inside my head. It still feels like I’m watching something precious and irreplaceable being stolen.

“What I turned into yesterday—what I felt the entire time I was in Chicago—it proved to me that Carter did make me in his image. No, not entirely. But enough to treat you like an animal. Enough to want to hurt you.”

“You’ve slapped me before. Thrown me down. This wasn’t so different.”

“The hell it wasn’t.”

I catch myself. Our honesty is precious; I can’t let it slide. “Okay. It was different, but it wasn’t too much to handle. At least it wasn’t for me.”

“For me, it turned into . . . horror.” Jonah visibly shudders. “I can’t go there anymore. I can’t.”

I feel seasick. As I flop onto my sofa, I close my eyes. “You have to do what you have to do,” I manage to say.

No more games. Like anyone else, Jonah has the right to draw his own lines. But the line he’s drawn cuts me off from any sexual satisfaction. “You know why I need it, don’t you?”

“You can come without that fantasy. We both know it has to be possible. You’re more responsive than any other woman I’ve ever been with—hell, you don’t even need me to touch your clit. Your body’s so ready for this.”

“No shit. My mind is the problem. Whatever you need to do, we’ll do.”

Jonah studies my expression for what feels like a very long time, before he abruptly says, “Are you in love with me?”

It catches me short, the realization that I’ve never said those words. Never even asked myself if they were true. Jonah Marks has dominated my thoughts for months now, taken possession of me in every way one person can possess another. How could I not have known?

But I did know, of course. I always have. I knew it on a level deeper than words.

Jonah glances away, unsure what to make of my silence. Before I can say anything, though, he begins, “I tried to dislike you, at first. To feel contempt for you. The anger that fueled our games—some of it was real. Because I believed that to you this was only a game. To me it was something so much darker, and I needed it so goddamn much.”

That part I understand completely. Our shared craving torments us as much as it unites us.

Jonah seems to fill this small room; his raw masculinity changes it. The white slipcovers and piles of paperbacks, the Tiffany-style lamp with its rosy shade—usually I find these surroundings so comfortable, so steadying. He is a stark black line slicing my haven in two.

He continues, “At first I told myself that was all I needed. I tried to deny I needed you, but I did. I do. And I love you, more than I’ve ever loved any other woman.”

Other guys have told me they loved me. Probably they all meant it at the time. But in the moment I know that no one has ever offered me his soul like Jonah just has.

My throat tightens with unshed tears, and I can’t quite speak. Jonah misinterprets my silence and says, more quietly, “So if there’s anything I need to hear, or know—if you can’t accept this—tell me now. Show some mercy. Spare me the hell of losing you by degrees.”

He’s brave enough to lay himself bare before me. I have to match his courage. It’s time to find the words for all the things we’ve left unsaid.

“You scared me at first,” I say hoarsely, as I curl my legs beneath me on my couch. “Not enough for me to walk away, but I kept asking myself what kind of man would get off thinking about rape. It took me so long to realize I was angry with you for wanting this because I was angry with myself for it too. Every day I thought about you, every time I closed my eyes I imagined your face, but I still didn’t see the real you.”

Jonah looks down at me so sadly that I’m taken aback. I realize the only other time I saw Jonah like this was the day he confessed to me about his childhood, and how his twisted stepfather tried to corrupt Jonah’s mind into the mirror image of his own.

Do we always have to revisit our deepest wounds to be fully open to each other? We have to make this easier. We have to clear a path that will always connect us, with or without our rape fantasies. We must become more than that.

But why give the games up forever and ever—?

Because it’s what Jonah needs.

What about what I need?

Try. At least try. This man is worth it.

Slowly, I say, “I see you now, Jonah. I know you. And you’re so much braver and better than anyone else can ever understand. I wanted you, and then I needed you so much that . . . I didn’t even think of it as love, because love is something we feel for other people. But you’re a part of me, or I’m a part of you. That has to be true, because you’re the only one who’s ever made me feel complete.” My voice has begun to tremble. “If that’s not love,” I say, “what is?”

Jonah sits beside, pulls me into his arms, and hugs me so tightly I can hardly breathe. I don’t care. Never have I been so fully honest, so fully myself, with anyone else.

“I love you so much,” I whisper against his cheek. “More than I knew I could love anybody.”

He responds by taking my face in his hands. One teardrop escapes my eye and trickles down my cheek; Jonah brushes it away with his little finger, then leans in for a kiss.

Sometimes our kisses are fierce and wild. Even savage. This is pure tenderness. We sink down onto the sofa, Jonah atop me, our bodies pressed together from knees to shoulders. He slides one thigh between mine, buries his face in the curve of my neck. I kiss his eyelids, arch my body so that we lock together even more perfectly. Yet this isn’t about sex—only about being as close as we can possibly be to one another. To bring our bodies as near as our hearts.

A wish, a longing, grips me so overpoweringly that it forces another few tears from my eyes. If I could only make love with Jonah right now like other people do—without violence, without roleplaying, without games—and still know that I’d find it satisfying. Right now I can imagine nothing sweeter than to come in Jonah’s arms, or from the sweet pressure of his mouth between my legs.

But there’s still a boundary no one can cross, not Jonah, not even me. It’s ringed in barbed wire and flame. It will stand forever. Anthony built it and he made it strong.

 Don’t think that man’s name. Don’t bring him here. Don’t give him one second of this.

And, for now, I don’t. I cast out the shadows of the past, my fears for the future. This moment is the only time there has ever been; Jonah and I, the only people. My heart has always been this full, this perfect, this whole.
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Our high school guidance counselors, our parents, and a zillion cheesy public service campaigns have all told us that we don’t need booze to have a good time. Which is totally true! While I enjoy a glass of wine, and sometimes find a few sips calming during a fraught situation, on the average day I’d just as soon have a cup of coffee. If I could have only caffeine or alcohol for the rest of my life, caffeine would win that contest hands down.

But as we get closer to midnight on December 31, I have to admit—a little bit of bubbly does a lot for a New Year’s party.

“You must loathe me,” Geordie says as we stare forlornly at our glasses of “sparkling white grape juice,” aka Satan’s champagne. “You could be enjoying a lovely Veuve Cliquot if it weren’t for me.”

“Don’t be silly. This is fine. Better than fine, because, hey, no more hangovers.” Not that I often drank to that point, but I don’t bother bringing that up.

Jonah walks up then and slides his arm around me, and I smile at him as he says, “Why start off a new year feeling miserable? Full of regret? Better to start fresh.”

“Exactly,” I agree, and even Geordie manages a grin. While he and Jonah are still very, very far from being friends, they’re finally getting past the caveman-jealousy bullshit.

As for the rest of the party—well, everybody’s doing the best they can. Carmen turned the lights down low, got a few candles going, and even figured out how to make a nonalcoholic sangria that tastes pretty good. I’m going back to it after I finish this grape juice mess. More people showed up than I would have thought, given that this evening is dry. And we have the perfect music playing, a mix of classic lounge tunes from the fifties and sixties together with contemporary neo-soul with everyone from Adele to Pink Martini.

Yet a miasma of pure awkward settled over the party after the first cheerful hour. Maybe it’s the fact that two of the principal guests brought along a very tiny infant; Nicolas is adorable to fuss over, but he also means we have to keep the music down, and Arturo continually asks us to reapply hand sanitizer anytime we get near the baby. (We all smell like artificial strawberry scent.) Or maybe it’s the fact that a few of the guests know exactly why this event is alcohol-free, and their eyes keep raking over Geordie as if he were a grenade primed to blow at any moment. They’re better than the clueless ones, though, who always joke about having a flask at the very moment Geordie’s walking by.

Also, it’s like every single person dressed for totally different occasions. I put on a party dress—shell-pink sequins, slim straps, and a hem that falls a few inches north of the knee—which matches Jonah’s beautifully tailored suit and Carmen’s pencil skirt and glittery red top. But Geordie simply went for shirtsleeves and tie, and most people wear jeans and sweaters. Carmen’s friend Nicole wore pajamas with a plastic tiara, which is at least festive, and Arturo’s old roommate Mack came in his Longhorns jersey. I’ll excuse Shay and Arturo for going casual, because merely getting out of the house with a newborn baby is a feat. Everyone else, though—do they not even like special occasions?

 I whisper as much to Jonah at one point, which makes him laugh. “Most people prefer dressing down. You didn’t strike me as the kind of girl who’s addicted to her high heels.”

“Not even. Still, why wear the exact same thing to every single occasion? It just . . . turns the world gray.”

Jonah shrugs. “Turns it comfortable, I’d say.”

True enough, I guess. My mania for dressing up—that’s probably the New Orleans girl in me. And that reminds me: “Hey, what are you doing in mid-February?”

“No scheduled trips. Why?” Jonah’s eyes crinkle at the corners, not quite a smile. “Is this where you tell me I’d better put together a huge surprise for Valentine’s Day?”

“What? No.” Jonah would hardly be the balloons-and-teddy-bear type anyway. “That’s Carnival time. Usually I try to get back to New Orleans for at least a couple of parades and one of the balls. Want to come with?”

“A Mardi Gras ball? What’s that like?”

“Only one way to find out.” I grin as I take hold of the dark blue silk of his tie. “But I should warn you—dressing up is mandatory.”

“I’ve got the suits.” When I shake my head, Jonah frowns. “I’ll need a tux?”

“Even tuxedoes are too casual for a proper Mardi Gras ball. If you’re not in white tie and tails, they won’t let you through the door.”

“It’s worth it if you’ll wear that green dress again.”

Jonah’s seen my floor-length gown before at a charity benefit where he pretended to rape me behind the red velvet curtain of a stage. Just remembering that starts to get me wet. I whisper, “I’ll put it on if you’ll take it off.”

The fierceness returns to Jonah’s grin. “Then we have a deal.”

And yet this reminds me of the final reason tonight’s party isn’t working for me. I can’t stop thinking about our New Year’s resolution.

 No more games. Ever.

I feel as confined by this as I did when Jonah first drew this line, with me on the other side. Yet I have to admit the situation has fundamentally changed. Before, Jonah pulled away from me because he thought it was for my own good; he saw me only as a victim, which wounded me deeply.

Now, however, Jonah’s decision is rooted in what he needs. The side of him he showed me in Chicago was dangerous, even frightening—but nothing I couldn’t accept, or even enjoy. For Jonah, however, it was unbearable. He’s not being selfish; he’s being honest about a limit he must draw for his own sanity.

If I love this man—and I do—then somehow I have to learn how to accept this.

But I feel so cheated, so deprived, and even angry . . .

Come on. You wanted to move past the fantasy at some point. Shouldn’t you be able to have an orgasm without it? You only need to learn how, and you can’t learn without trying.

Finally I have a partner, a lover, who truly understands. Jonah will help me every step of the way. That has to make a difference. We can do this, together.

Besides, this is about Jonah. For Jonah. He met me halfway when I needed him to, stood up for me the way nobody else ever has. This man is worth working for. Worth sacrificing for. I’m in for a long dry spell—but so what? I’d cross a literal desert for this man; I can cross a metaphorical one too. It’s my turn to be the protector.

I take another sip of the grape juice and grimace. Jonah laughs softly at my face. “The sangria’s better.”

“Definitely.”

“Let me get you a glass.” He kisses my forehead before he moves toward Carmen’s kitchen. I’m tempted to follow him in there and brush up against his chest; that’s what was happening when Shay introduced us to each other. A little nostalgia is always fun, particularly when it’s sexy—

But that party, in this same house, is also where Jonah first learned of my fixation on a rape fantasy. Where he approached me and dared me to live out those fantasies with him.

I don’t want to dwell on what we’ve lost—and it is a loss, no matter what we might gain later. We need to make new memories, not dwell on the old ones.

“Global warming,” says Shay, who’s suddenly at my elbow. “I figure that explains it.”

“Explains what?” The melting of the Arctic ice sheet? True, but not exactly lighthearted party chatter.

Shay smiles at me coyly. “How you managed to defrost the famously chilly Professor Marks.”

“He’s not that chilly. Not when you get to know him.” I can hardly explain Jonah’s true reasons for his silent, guarded nature, but I still feel the need to defend him.

But Shay’s not on the attack. She’d never attack anyone, with her cheerful spirit and warm heart. “I just can’t reconcile the guy I know from the earth sciences department with the one who cuddles with you at parties and kisses you good-bye before he even goes to fetch you a drink.”

“Same guy, I promise.” I glance over her shoulder to see Arturo sitting crisscross on the floor, Nicolas in his lap. He’s talking to his infant son, exaggerating his facial expressions, as if that will help the tiny wriggling boy in a blue sleeper understand what’s going on. “Arturo has turned out to be just the kind of dad I imagined he would be.”

Shay nods, though she looks wistful as she stands there in her thrift-store patterned shirt and oversized jeans. “Sometimes it’s hard to shut that off, though. To stop being Nicolas’s mum and dad, and remember we’re husband and wife.”

 “When you guys are ready for a romantic night out, just let me know. I can babysit!” Honestly, the thought of caring for a newborn unnerves me. They’re so—little, and floppy, and how are you supposed to know what they want? But I’d like to have kids of my own someday, so I guess I’d better start figuring that out.

“I might take you up on that in a few weeks.” Shay sips her ginger ale. Her eyes are bright behind her thick-rimmed glasses. “Don’t misunderstand. I love Nicolas more than I knew I could love anybody. I wouldn’t change one single thing. But I feel like—like maybe Arturo and I missed out on some time to just have fun and be in love.”

This is where my mother’s training would have me spout platitudes about the Responsibility of Parenthood. She’d go the extra mile and make sure she forced Shay to feel guilty about admitting even the slightest drawback to being a mother—which is ironic, given that she’s never stopped complaining about how much Chloe and I needed from her. I don’t want to answer on autopilot, especially when my instincts suck.

So after a moment’s consideration, I say to Shay, “You did miss out on that time. It’s okay to recognize that. But you also gained so much more time being a wife and a mom. You’ve already found the love the rest of us have to search for throughout our lives.” I nudge her shoulder playfully. “Besides, this way your kids will go off to college while you and Arturo are still young enough to enjoy your freedom. The rest of us are going to be gray and grumpy at our sixth graders’ PTA meetings—”

Shay pushes back, but now she’s grinning. “Stop it. You won’t be searching for love your entire life.” Her eyes flick over toward Jonah; he’s at the bar, attempting to gracefully extricate himself from some interminable anecdote Mack is telling. “Looks like you might already have found it.”

Jonah and I—forever?

 Shay’s only joking. To her, or to anyone on the outside, Jonah and I are a very new pair. We only met five months ago. While we’ve met each other’s families and spent the holidays together, conventional wisdom would suggest that it’s far too early to start speculating about the altar.

Yet we know each other more intimately than most people do after years. I have shown Jonah the deepest part of my soul, and he didn’t flinch. He revealed himself to me just as fully. Whatever we are, it’s not “conventional.” We could never walk away from each other in a break like any other couple. Either we will go up in devastating flames, or we’ll be together—always.

Those are the stakes we’re playing for.

Jumbled visions crowd into my mind: mostly stupid, ring-commercial bullshit about white dresses and cakes decorated with complicated loops of frosting, the stuff I can barely stand and Jonah probably hates. I recognize this as more of Mom’s programming and push it aside.

One image, however, refuses to fade so quickly: Jonah holding a child, our child, as tenderly as Arturo is holding Nicolas.

Could we be decent parents? It’s not like we have the greatest examples to learn from. My parents insist on living life only on the surface, judging by appearances, and avoiding uncomfortable truths. As for Jonah—he’d have been better off being raised by wolves.

I take a deep breath and shake off my complicated thoughts. That cart is incredibly far before its horse. Besides, this is a party, dammit.

A limp, tepid party, but it still counts.

Glancing around the room, I see Carmen in her pretty dress. She’s weaving through the crowd distributing silly paper hats and plastic tiaras. Jonah simply shakes his head no, but her next target is more appreciative. Geordie smiles, checks out the silver top hat, then insists on taking a purple glitter tiara. Carmen laughs—she has the most amazing laugh, one that lights up a room—and Geordie looks more cheerful than I’ve seen him in months. I wonder what might happen at midnight . . .

“Here you go,” Jonah says. He hands me my glass of faux sangria as he nods back at Mack. “That guy doesn’t know when to stop.”

“Tell me about it. What was he going on about this time?”

“One of those jokes where you’re not sure whether it’s racist, but it’s definitely stupid. I’ll spare you the details.”

“Forget about him.” I take my glass and hold it up. “Shouldn’t we make a toast?”

Jonah does the same, but his expression is wary. “Superstition says it’s bad luck to toast with anything but alcohol.”

“You never struck me as the superstitious type. Besides, aren’t we already tempting fate?”

“In so many ways,” he murmurs. “All right. I’ll propose a toast. To this year, one of the strangest of my life—but worth every problem and every pain. Because this is the year that brought you to me.”

“To this year.” We clink our plastic glasses against each other, and I laugh at the silliness of it. Jonah takes a drink first; I’m interrupted by Carmen.

“All right, Jonah, you’re determined to be a spoilsport”—she sticks her tongue out at him, which he takes with good grace—“but I know you’ll have fun with it, Vivienne. Which hat do you want?”

I take the silver top hat and place it on my head. It slides slightly to the side, off-kilter, but that seems about right for New Year’s. “Finally, it’s a party. Thanks, Carmen.”

“You’re welcome—oh, look at the time!”

This is exactly when Arturo calls out, “One minute to the new year. Get ready!”

We all gather around the television, which is on silent but displays the thousands of revelers in Times Square. The ball begins to shimmer with countless tiny bulbs, and confetti begins spiraling down from the sky.

The chant begins. “Ten! Nine! Eight!”

“I can’t wait to spend this year with you,” I whisper to Jonah.

“I can’t wait to spend tonight with you,” he answers, even more quietly.

My gut clenches. We haven’t made love since we decided to put the games aside. Will I be able to come? Can Jonah accept it if I don’t?

“Seven! Six! Five! Four!”

Jonah frames my face with both his hands. “If you could see yourself like this—this dress, your eyes, even the damned shiny hat—Jesus, Vivienne. You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

We’ll be all right. We have to be.

“Three! Two!”

“I love you,” I whisper.

“One!”

“I love you too.” He pulls me in for a kiss just as the cheers go up, and in the first moments of the new year—our first year together—I forget about everything except the feel of his mouth against mine.





 Twenty-one

We go back to my place. It’s closer to Carmen’s, and besides—even if we haven’t been drinking tonight, other drivers will have been. As we walk through the door, I find myself thinking, We’re safe. Everything’s fine.

It was easier to worry about the traffic. Now I’m alone with Jonah, and the moment of truth has come.

Jonah slides and turns all the locks, sealing us inside. I slip off my cardboard top hat, then hold it out for his inspection. “Would you rather I kept it on?”

“Interesting idea.” My little joke doesn’t fool him, though. “You’re nervous. Don’t be.”

“Easy for you to say.” Jonah may share the same dark urges I do, but they’ve never been the only way he could get off.

He pulls me closer to him; the silver hat falls from my fingers onto the sofa, where it shines softly in the dim light. “Hey. You’ve never been with anyone who knew the whole story. That changes things. Doesn’t it?”

“I hope so.”

“It’s going to be okay.” Jonah’s broad hands stroke the length of my back. The pale pink sequins on my dress make a silvery sound against his palms. “I’ll take good care of you.”

The sound of his voice melts me, every time. If any man can do this for me, Jonah can. I caress the side of his face with my hand, then go on tiptoe for a kiss.

We’ve kissed less than most couples. Our foreplay hasn’t been sweet or gentle; our aftermaths have been as much about soothing bruises as touching lips. That’s a shame, because the way Jonah kisses drives me wild.

He buries his hands in my hair as he opens my mouth with his. We kiss long and deep, sharing one breath. Jonah slides his tongue in and out of my mouth—once, slowly—inviting me to think of the way he’ll push his cock into me later tonight. In response I lean against him so he can feel my breasts rising and falling with my quickening breath.

Jonah likes that. His fingers trace the strap of my dress and push it over my bare shoulder. “No bra,” he murmured. “I like that.”

“You like thinking about me naked under this dress?” I flick my tongue against his earlobe. “Is that it?”

“I always like thinking about you naked. Tonight, I’m glad nothing else is in my way.” He bends me back slightly, drops a kiss on the hollow of my throat, then slides his hands down my body to the hem of my dress. I gasp as his fingertips catch the edge of my underwear. “I could just push those panties to the floor and fuck you right here.”

“Show me,” I whisper.

Jonah tugs downward until my nude-colored panties slip down my thighs to puddle around my ankles. He slides his fingers between my legs, first tracing the heat of my skin, then parting me, probing me—

“Oh.” The sound escapes my mouth as he gently pushes two fingers inside me. A gush of wetness welcomes him—so much it would embarrass me if it didn’t clearly turn Jonah on.

 “You like it when I use my hand?” he asks, his voice maddeningly calm, as if he were merely observing this, controlling it, instead of wanting it as much as I do. Only the long, thick swelling down the leg of his pants betrays his arousal. “Then I know how to start.”

My head swirls. Dizziness mingles with lust. It’s going to be okay! I think, my excitement peaking. We’ll be all right. Jonah changes everything, I should’ve known he would—

Jonah pulls his hand back, but before I can protest, he sweeps me into his arms and carries me the few steps to my bedroom. When he tosses me on the bed, I feel a thrill—he’s begun like this so many times, throwing me down before holding me down—but this time, he alters his approach. He curves his hand around my thigh, savoring me for one moment, before he backs off to strip.

My God, this man’s body. He could’ve been sketched by Leonardo, with this perfect symmetry, every muscle of his powerful form shown in tantalizing detail. Who could have sculpted him? Michelangelo, says my art-student brain, but I reject the idea almost as fast. Jonah’s unique proportions—his elongated torso, the unbelievable contrast of his broad shoulders and slim waist—they wouldn’t match any of Michelangelo’s hulking mesomorphs. Jonah Marks is a masterpiece unlike any other.

And he is mine.

He finishes undressing, shedding his boxers. His cock, already hard for me, springs free from the elastic. As always, I can’t believe all that is for me. I slide my legs around to get on my knees and crawl toward the edge of the bed. Smiling, I look up at Jonah and lick my lips before saying, “Come here.”

Jonah steps forward, brushing back my hair with one hand while using the other to guide his cock into my mouth.

Usually he’s so forceful with me—shoving deep into my throat, fucking my mouth, pulling my hair. I love that. But this is good too, because I can really give him the attention he deserves. I run my tongue along the length of his shaft, tease the ridge with my lips, suck the head once or twice before pulling back to make him groan. When I finally take him in all the way, Jonah breathes out as sharply as if he’d been struck. I smile around his cock and start working him with my hand too.

Pre-come slicks my tongue. He could get off like this. He’s so hard, so flushed, that it wouldn’t take much to bring him over the edge. Maybe that’s how I ought to do it.

And then maybe he’d just want to go to sleep, maybe he wouldn’t insist on trying to get me off too, not tonight—

Jonah pulls out of my mouth, takes one step back, and shakes his head. He caught himself right on the brink. “Damn,” he breathes.

I wipe my lips with the back of my hand. “Hey, I wasn’t finished.”

“I’d ask how you got so good at that if I didn’t think the answer would make me completely fucking insane with jealousy.” He visibly struggles for control, and wins. As a slow smile spreads across his face, he pulls me from all fours to my knees and tugs my dress away. Now I’m naked too. The snow-white sheets make my skin seem darker by contrast, an almost dusky pink. Whatever Jonah sees, he likes. “Stand up for me.”

I get off the bed, willing but uncertain. Then Jonah drops to his knees in front of me, and I barely have time to gasp before he gets his face between my legs.

Reeling, I brace myself against his shoulders. He grips me at the hipbones as he works, his tongue parting the soft folds of my cunt before finding my clit. Then Jonah goes for it, caressing me in spirals until I’m seeing stars. I don’t think it can get any better than that until he starts to suck. After that I can’t think anything any longer.

This is it. This has to be it. I’m so close—so fucking close—my heartbeat has sped up, the muscles of my inner thighs have locked, and my body is poised right there, right there . . .

 Any moment now . . .

But I don’t come. All the pressure and tension is there, but it’s not enough to break the walls down.

Fuck, I think in frustration, then decide that’s the answer. “Fuck me,” I pant as I run my fingers through Jonah’s short hair. “Please, Jonah, I want you to fuck me.”

Instantly he pulls back and climbs onto the bed, tugging me down alongside him. First he’s distracted by my breasts, caressing them roughly, rubbing my already-hard nipples with his thumbs until I writhe. But it’s only moments before he slings one of his legs between mine, the hard muscles of his thigh spreading me wider.

As Jonah crawls over me, he whispers, “You won’t—you promise not to—”

Not to fantasize about him raping me. I want to so bad, because it would get me off. And the way I feel now, helpless and overwhelmed, would work so well . . .

But I promise. “I won’t. I won’t. Just fuck me.”

It’s going to be enough this time. I know it.

Jonah covers my body with his and starts rocking back and forth; I’d say he was dry-humping me, except that this is anything but dry. The wetness between my thighs is all over his legs, his mouth and his hands, and his pre-come only makes this slicker. His cock slides over my clit, between the folds of my cunt, teasing the entrance but never quite sliding in. The friction is just enough to make me start panting again.

Then I realize—the head of his cock is penetrating me, just barely, but slightly more with every stroke. Jonah is working me open as slowly and deliciously as possible.

Maybe this is what it’s like between two virgins, I think in a daze as the whole head of his cock dips inside, only for a moment. Moving from foreplay to intercourse without even noticing the boundary line. Pure and perfect.

 I’d like that sometime—if I pretended to be a virgin again and Jonah took my virginity by force, but in some completely unexpected way—

No. He asked me not to have those fantasies. I can resist, even now.

Jonah’s cock finally penetrates me fully, and we both moan in mutual bliss. He takes his time, moving us in slow spirals. I clutch his waist as he straightens his arms, separating our bodies enough for us to see his cock sliding in and out of me.

“I want to fuck you like this all night.” His voice is tight with strain. He’s just barely holding on, waiting for me.

And as good as this feels—I’m still not able to come.

Why not? The voice in my head has become insistent now. Almost a shriek. Why can’t you do this? The hottest man you’ve ever seen is making love to you with all the strength and technique and tenderness you could ever want. You can come just from feeling a cock inside you. So why not his cock, right now? Come on. Come on!

My arousal fades, rubbed out by frustration. My cheeks flush in humiliation and useless exertion as I try to match Jonah thrust for thrust. If I could bring him off, maybe he—wouldn’t notice?

Stupid idea. Worthless too. Because as Jonah slows down, then stops, his expression clouds over. “You don’t like this.”

“I do! I love it.” He feels so incredibly good inside me. It’s just not enough. “But I can’t quite . . . get there.”

“We’ll keep going. I can hang on for a while.” Jonah smiles unevenly. “And if I jump the gun, that just gives me an excuse to go down on you again.”

Most women would be singing the “Hallelujah Chorus” right around now. What else could you ask for in a man? But all I can imagine is minute after minute, hour after hour, of Jonah watching me, working me, all the while needing me to come. Feeling observed like that—judged—that only makes sure orgasm remains completely impossible.

“Please don’t,” I say. “Please.”

“Why wouldn’t you want to—”

“I don’t want to disappoint you!”

“You couldn’t, Vivienne. Not ever.”

He sounds so sweet, but now there are tears in my eyes. “I’m disappointing you right now, and we both know it.”

Jonah sighs. His head droops against my shoulder, and then he pulls out to flop down by my side. “Okay,” he says heavily. “Okay.”

“You don’t have to stop.” I curl along his side and slide one thigh invitingly over his groin. His cock is still half-hard; he must be aching from the release he’s denying himself. “I don’t mind. Like I said, it feels amazing just having you inside me.”

“I can’t use you, without at least trying to get you off too.”

“You did try. You’re not using me.”

“I’m not, because this is over.”

“Jonah—”

“Please, don’t.” He grimaces, then covers his face with one hand. “Besides, at this point, we’ve killed the mood.”

He’s right. What had been so passionate, so glorious, now feels like nothing but failure.

A few tears escape, and Jonah must hear me sniffle, because he gathers me into his arms and kisses my hair. “So we didn’t get there on our first try. We have a long time to work it out.”

Those words are meant to be kind. Instead they make me feel even worse. “How long is too long? I can wait—I can work on it—but you don’t want this, Jonah.” No man could. I’ve gone from being Jonah’s wanton fantasy partner to the endlessly dissatisfied woman out of a thousand sexist jokes.

“I want you. What you’re going through—it can’t be forever. You deserve so much better than that. So much more.”

 “Some scars last forever, Jonah. You ought to know.”

He goes quiet then, but he holds me even more snugly against him. It helps.

There’s a bleak symmetry to this, I realize. A kind of poetry. Once we believed we shared nothing but a sexual fetish. Now that fetish is the only thing keeping us apart. It is beautiful to be so tied to someone. It’s terrible to know that’s not the only way you’re bound.

After a while, once I’ve calmed down and I think Jonah must be on the verge of sleep, he says, “What have you done about this? In the past.”

“Fantasized inside my own head. Said yes to your offer to live out our fantasies.”

Jonah smiles, but his gaze remains worried. “That’s it? You never saw a specialist?”

Like I’d take this to a sex surrogate. “I go to therapy.”

“Did you tell your therapist the truth about what happened to you?”

“I tell Doreen the truth about pretty much everything. Even us.” She’ll be proud of me for trying this with Jonah. That’s my only consolation, and it’s a pretty minor one.

“What don’t you tell her the truth about?”

“Usually? The same stuff where I find it hard to be honest with myself.”

“She sounds good.”

“She is.”

And yet she hasn’t been able to help me over this line—the one between me and Jonah, even as we lie in the same bed.

He hugs me closer, resting his head against mine, and I know he doesn’t want to talk any longer. Or he can’t. I don’t want to either. Sleep seems like the only escape from this evening gone so horribly wrong.

 It won’t seem so bad tomorrow, I tell myself. But that’s another platitude. Words people say and don’t really mean.

Sorrow hangs over us like a canopy as we try to sleep. I think of my resolution—to create a single image that would symbolize Jonah Marks, and everything he means to me. Before tonight I always thought it would be something majestic. Something powerful. But now in my mind’s eye I see nothing but shattered glass. I fall asleep imagining us lying there among the shards.





 Twenty-two

Jonah and I had to do something. This seemed like the sanest solution. Doesn’t change the fact that it’s awkward as hell.

“So,” Doreen says, her gaze moving from me to Jonah as we sit side by side on her couch. “You both understand that couples’ counseling isn’t part of my standard practice.”

“We understand.” Jonah’s tone is brusque, and he doesn’t meet Doreen’s eyes. She must think he’s a total asshole.

Then again, what must it be like, meeting someone for the first time and knowing they’ve already heard the most intimate facts of your sex life, and the deepest wounds of your past?

(“Should I not have said anything?” I asked him when I explained how much I’d disclosed to Doreen in our therapy sessions—including the abuse he grew up with, something I don’t think he’d willingly shared with anyone but me.

Jonah didn’t look happy, but he didn’t let go of my hand. “You weren’t—gossiping. Being careless. You told your therapist about your life¸ which is exactly what you’re supposed to do.”

“I told her about your life.”

He smiled then, a cool, remote smile like a winter sunrise. “We’re intertwined now, you and I. Our lives aren’t separate.”

 “No. They aren’t.”

Doreen doesn’t appear offended by Jonah’s attitude. She’s as unruffled as ever, relaxed in her overstuffed beige armchair. Her flowing red cardigan warms the sheen of the wooden beads hanging around her neck. Scattered around the room are her potted ferns and her African sculptures, all of them lit by the ample sunlight flowing through the windows. This room feels less like a therapist’s office, more like a sanctuary.

Hopefully Jonah feels safe enough to speak.

“The first question we need to tackle is—where to begin?” Doreen folds her arms in her lap. “Let’s start with this: What made you two decide to come to me?”

“We have enough reasons,” Jonah says. “Don’t you think?”

She nods. “But I want to know what you think.”

I bite back a smile. There’s no getting around Doreen when she wants a straight answer, as Jonah will soon learn.

When I begin to reply for us both, Doreen’s eyes briefly meet mine. I recognize the signal immediately. She doesn’t want me to answer, because she already knows that I can dig deep when I have to. What she wants to know now is whether Jonah can and will do the same.

Silence stretches out, going from uncomfortable to nearly torturous before Jonah finally can’t take it any longer. “I need to stop, ah, acting out this fantasy with Vivienne.”

“Not because he’s worried about me anymore,” I add. “For himself.”

Doreen nods. “What triggered this realization?”

Jonah takes a deep breath. “The last time we did, I went to a dark place that I never needed to be.”

Patiently, Doreen draws more and more from us. Although she works harder with Jonah than with me, I tell my share of the story too. Before long, I’m spilling my guts. “The sex was great—I mean, it should’ve been great. The way Jonah made me feel . . .”

“You didn’t lack stimulation,” Doreen says. “But you couldn’t let go.”

At the word stimulation, Jonah leans his forehead into his hand. If this moment weren’t so fraught, I’d be amused at the sight of someone so self-possessed giving in to total embarrassment.

I nod. “No. I couldn’t. It’s not something I have conscious control over, you know?”

“I know,” Doreen says. “Jonah, Vivienne says that she offered to give you the sexual satisfaction she couldn’t find herself. Why did you refuse?”

Jonah looks like he’d rather set himself on fire than answer. But he doesn’t flinch. “Because I don’t want to use her.”

“If you could bring Vivienne to orgasm without this fantasy, would you insist on finishing every time she did? Or might you do something for her, oh, just because?”

He sees what she’s getting at, but shakes his head no. “We’re not talking about a one-time thing. Vivienne doesn’t put her own needs first, not often enough. If I let her . . . ‘service me’ once, we could fall into a pattern that isn’t fair to her.”

“What if you let Vivienne decide what’s fair for her?” Doreen asks.

But I hold up my hands in the time-out symbol. “Hold on. I know when to put my needs first.”

“You’ve spent decades coddling your family instead of making them face what they did to you,” Jonah says.

Like that’s so easy? “How long did it take you to stand up to Carter?”

“I graduated from high school a year early and got a scholarship to a university halfway across the country. When I was walking out of Redgrave House, Carter followed me to the door—mostly to slam it after me, I guess. But it gave me a chance to spit in his face instead of saying good-bye.” Jonah looks insufferably proud of himself.

“Well, bravo for you,” I retort. “But it’s not the same for everyone.”

“No, no, I realize that,” he says, sounding stricken. Only now do I understand his smugness wasn’t because he was braver than me; it was merely glee at the memory of spitting on his worst enemy. “I do. That doesn’t change the fact that you sometimes let people take advantage of you.”

In my mind I hear the echo of something Kip said to me once: You’re not good at conflict. Jonah may be overstating his case, but he’s not entirely wrong.

I admit, “Maybe, sometimes. Still, Jonah, we aren’t talking about some random person taking advantage of me. We’re talking about you! I trust myself to draw the line, and I trust you too.”

That stops Jonah short. “How am I supposed to feel, though? Having sex knowing you’re not enjoying it? That’s too close to—no.”

How many guys never even give a shit whether or not the girl in their bed is having a good time? Jonah’s both too sensitive and too proud for that. He needs to know he’s made me come. Normally this is one of the things I’d like best about him. At the moment? His generosity is only getting in our way.

I start counting off points on my fingers. “First of all, not having an orgasm during sex isn’t the same as not enjoying it. It feels good anyway, you know? We kiss. We touch. What’s not to like? And it makes me happy to do that for you.”

Jonah doesn’t get this. Most guys don’t. To them, sex without orgasm is like breathing without air: useless. “You shouldn’t have to—”

“Excuse me, but I wasn’t done.” If he genuinely thinks I can’t stand up for myself, it’s time he learned better. “Second—and I think this is the critical part—if you insist on my having an orgasm, and also insist on my not indulging in the fantasy that gets me off—Jonah, do you realize how much pressure that puts on me? It’s like I have to perform or else. How is anybody supposed to get off like that?”

He pauses, taken aback. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Good,” Doreen says. I’d almost forgotten she was there. “This is the kind of dialogue that can move you forward. You’ve identified a goal now—a means of sexual communication that lets Vivienne explore without pressure, but doesn’t make you feel as if you’re abusing her generosity and trust.”

That sounds amazing. But I can’t help asking, “So, any chance you’d tell us exactly what that is?”

Doreen has a magnificent laugh, a deep belly chuckle that makes me smile every time. “If I had a magical wand that fixed everybody’s sex life, do you really think I’d still be paying off a mortgage in Austin, Texas? I’d be queen of the world, honey! Fact is, I can’t define that for you. Nobody else ever could. The two of you have to discover it for yourselves.”

Jonah looks unconvinced, but he says, “I see why Vivienne speaks so highly of you.”

“Oh, really?” Doreen raises an eyebrow. “And why is that?”

“You don’t let anybody get away with an easy answer.”

She nods, satisfied. “I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

The soft chiming of the grandfather clock in the hallway signals the end of our session. As we rise to get our coats, I sling my satchel over one shoulder just in time to hear my cell phone chirp. I fish it out to see a text from Geordie: Are you around? Not having such a great afternoon.

He wouldn’t text me like that just because he got a speeding ticket or something like that. Geordie has to be feeling low. By now I’d hoped he would call Carmen instead of me—but maybe he isn’t yet ready for her to see him at his worst.

“I should go,” I say. “A friend isn’t doing well.”

Jonah looks at Doreen. “Putting her own needs first again.”

I’d like to argue this point; to judge by the way Doreen’s searching Jonah’s face, she’d like to hear the discussion that would follow. But that would mean revealing it’s Geordie I’m going to see, and justifying a mad dash to my ex-boyfriend’s side would mean revealing secrets that aren’t mine to tell.

“We just spent an entire hour focusing on our needs,” I say instead. “Time to get back into the world.” And I go on tiptoe to kiss Jonah’s cheek before I leave.

•   •   •

I wind up meeting Geordie at Kerbey Lane, a diner that’s just a little bit too schlocky for hipster appeal. They serve huge helpings of pancakes and eggs, though, and nobody can deny the psychological comfort offered by having breakfast at any hour of the day you please.

Opposite me in the booth, Geordie leans his face into his hands, tugging at his own floppy brown hair. “I’m so fucking embarrassed.”

“Hey, come on. Don’t be embarrassed. You were put in a dangerous situation. You recognized it, and when you needed help, you called for it. That’s pretty frickin’ great, actually.”

Geordie won’t look at me. “A bloody law school mixer. Plastic cups and bottles of wine fit only for use as an emergency antiseptic in third-world disaster areas. Dull as dirt and I still wanted to run in there and get plastered as fast as humanly possible.”

“But you didn’t,” I say firmly. “One day at a time, right? Well, you just made it through one more day. A tough one.”

“I know. I’m just sick of tough days. They’re outnumbering the rest.”

 The waitress shows up with my omelet and Geordie’s waffles. Although it could have been an awkward moment, the break in the conversation turns out to come at the perfect time. Geordie tucks into his pecan waffles with such gusto that I first wonder whether he’s eaten today. Then I realize—this is a treat. An indulgence. If he can’t give in to one craving, he can at least revel in another.

“More syrup?” I ask, as innocently as I can manage. Geordie’s mouth is full, so he simply nods.

As soon as I’ve drenched his waffles, my phone buzzes in my purse. I pull it out to see a message from Jonah: Everything OK?

It will be, I send back.

Today was good. Thanks for that.

I can’t believe he handled our session so well. He must have resisted the idea of therapy, to have lived through what he did without ever turning to a counselor before. Maybe it’s hard for me, still, to wrap my mind around the concept that someone as powerful and strong as Jonah Marks could really need me.

His next text reads, Something just came up we ought to talk about.

I resist the dirty joke that instantly comes to mind. OK. Should I come by later?

Definitely. Can’t wait.

This, despite the fact that we only parted ways half an hour ago. I smile softly at the screen, reveling in the knowledge of Jonah’s love for me.

My smile wavers, though, when Geordie says, “Want to go to a movie after? Something loud and stupid with explosions—that sounds like just the ticket. No pun intended.”

“Actually, I’m headed over to Jonah’s later tonight.”

Geordie’s expression clouds. Oh, no. Is he still hung up on me after all?

 But that’s not it, I realize. The fact that I’m going to see Jonah has hardly even registered; Geordie simply doesn’t want me to leave. He’s that afraid of being alone.

“Hey,” I say, trying to smile for him. “This is where you could talk to your sponsor, right?”

He shifts awkwardly, as if the booth’s padded seats had suddenly become uncomfortable. “It takes a while to find a sponsor, usually.”

“You don’t even have a sponsor yet?”

“Someone else in the program usually connects you to a person they think would work well with you. They say you have to find the right fit.”

“Are you going to the meetings? Getting to know people?”

“Ah, not as much as I should.” Geordie winces. “I know. I know. But first it was bloody finals, and now my thesis—if I’ve not reviewed the South African immigration laws by the end of the week, I’ll never get the damned thing done in time.”

“And then what?” I ask.

“And then—then I won’t get the LLM I’ve been working toward for eighteen months now.”

“And then what? You’ll wind up unemployable? Sick? Dead? No. You just won’t have an LLM. Big fucking deal.” I lean forward. “Your recovery has to come first, always. If you don’t take care of yourself, the extra law degree isn’t going to matter.”

Geordie nods, though I think it’s less in agreement, more him showing he’s at least heard what I’m saying. His smile is uncertain. “At least I have friends who can help take care of me.”

“Always,” I promise. “But I can’t always be there. You need a whole support system around you, and a sponsor’s supposed to be a big part of that. Right?”

Since I have exactly zero direct experience with twelve-step groups, I’m kind of talking out of my ass here. So it’s a relief when Geordie says, “Yeah. It is. You can’t just grab a sponsor at random—but if I don’t go to the meetings, I don’t meet people who could become my sponsors, et cetera, et cetera. Fuck me, I’m even a failure at being an alcoholic.”

“No way. You’re turning your life around. Just because it’s a rough process doesn’t mean you’re not doing it right.” I remember something I read online, which might resonate for Geordie, with his love of video games. “They say if everything suddenly becomes more difficult, that means you’ve leveled up.”

It works; he laughs. “That shouldn’t make as much sense as it does. All right. Leveling up.”

“Is there a meeting tonight? Maybe you could ask about a sponsor then.”

“It’s more complicated than that, but—yeah, there’s a meeting. I’ll go.” Geordie smiles at me with something of his normal panache. “Thanks, Viv.”

He knows I hate that nickname. “Vivienne.”

“Just making sure you were listening.”

I briefly touch his hand. “Always.”

•   •   •

This is the last time I need any curveballs, which is why Jonah throws one at me over dinner.

We’re sitting at his table, Franklin’s BBQ spread out before us to be enjoyed as God intended—with a couple cool bottles of beer and the freedom to lick the sauce from our fingers. I feel more relaxed than I would’ve dreamed possible just over a week ago, on New Year’s Eve.

“Maybe I’m looking forward to the school year starting again,” I say. “Is that weird?”

“Given the holiday break we had? No.”

True. Grading papers and herding undergraduates seem tame compared to facing down Carter Hale in a Chicago boardroom. “It’s actually going to feel good to get back into some of my old routines. And to make some new ones too.” Jonah and I can figure out what nights would work best for me to sleep over here, or for him to come to my place. Although I’m still not sure exactly what we’re going to do in these shared beds . . .

It’s not important, I remind myself. Not compared to Jonah’s well-being. We can rebuild our sex life somehow. The harm that could come to Jonah if we don’t figure out a new path—I’m not sure that’s something we could fix.

“You don’t have to go back to your routines right away,” Jonah suggests. “Not if you don’t want to.”

“Is this about me staying over more often? Are you worried about me being at my place alone, still?” The Austin Stalker hasn’t struck again. Already the tension in the city has relaxed a bit. People wonder whether there was no serial rapist at all, whether unconnected crimes were wrongly conflated by the police. Why these people think it would be more reassuring to have two rapists in town than one, I couldn’t say. But I too am breathing a little easier. “It’s safe, I swear.”

“My apartment is safer, and I don’t need extra reasons to want you over here more often. But that’s not actually what I meant when I said you didn’t have to go back to routine.”

I look at him over the sticky rib I’m holding. “You research professors might lose sight of this, but the rest of us have to deal with this thing called an academic calendar. It starts again in two days.”

“Research professors have to deal with unexpected requests for us to work elsewhere.”

“Like Scotland?” I say. Sun-splashed memories of our time in the Highlands make me smile.

He nods. “Or Japan.”

I pause mid bite. Did he just say what I think he just said?

 Yes, he did. Jonah leans across the table, a spark in his gray eyes. “I know it’s harder for you to get away than it is for me. But you said your schedule’s more forgiving this semester. You’d only have to move a couple of classes to get a solid week off. We could spend that week in Kyoto together.”

Japan! I’ve always dreamed of going there. Okay, I mostly want to see the ancient woodcuts, which is not the average tourist activity, but it still counts. The rest is a blur of cherry blossoms, kimono silks and Mt. Fuji—but if I go, I’ll get to discover the real country. It would be such an incredible adventure . . .

“You need studio time,” Jonah says, anticipating my objections. “But you also need inspiration, and Japan would provide plenty of that, right? You’d owe other people in your department favors. Well, okay, do a few favors. I’ll help if I can. It’s worth it.”

I want to go so much it feels like I could scream.

And yet I can’t bring myself to agree. Instead I set down my food, wipe my hands. “I’d love to. But I can’t.”

He doesn’t fully believe me. “Are you worried about the expense? You can’t be.”

After seeing the luxurious sky-rise offices of Oceanic Airlines? Hardly. “It’s not the expense. It’s not not wanting to go—oh, Jonah, it sounds amazing. But this isn’t right for us, not now.”

“Getting away from it all? It might do us good to relax.”

I smile sadly at him. “We’d be getting away from everything except the real problem. Sharing some tiny Japanese pod hotel room for a week would only intensify that. Don’t you think?”

That finally makes Jonah pause. His hand curls around his bottle of beer, but he doesn’t take a drink. Behind him, on the brick wall, is my etching—the strong hands cradling a fragile bird. For some reason the image looms larger now.

Finally he asks, “Are you saying you aren’t comfortable with me?”

“No. I mean, look at us, Jonah.” I gesture at this apartment, with my purse on his countertop, my coat draped over one of the hooks on the wall. “Of course I feel comfortable with you. But this seems like a moment when we need to—breathe. Take a step back. Come back to each other without so much pressure.”

“That word again.” Jonah doesn’t dispute it; he simply sounds resigned. “I’ll be gone for two or three weeks.”

Three whole weeks? The thought sends a tangible pang through my body. I hadn’t realized even that would make me feel bereft. He wouldn’t have argued for me to come to Japan with him if he didn’t think he’d miss me too.

However, I’m still certain that remaining in Austin is the best choice for us both.

Or am I?

Because if I’m being really honest with myself, I have to acknowledge this sneaky whisper in the back of my mind, the one that says, Three weeks is a long time. He’ll have some time to get over what happened in Chicago. He’ll want me as badly as I want him. He’ll stop worrying about our games. Jonah will come back ready to do everything to me—to do anything, no matter what—

I shouldn’t let myself hope for that. But that’s one more reason I shouldn’t go to Japan with Jonah; I’m still trying to twist this situation around. Attempting to wriggle my way out of it. Either Jonah needs time to heal, or I need time to accept. So Austin it is.

“Absence makes the heart grow fonder,” I say softly.

Jonah reaches across the rough-hewn wooden table to take my hand. “Impossible.”





 Twenty-three

The first e-mail has no words except for the subject line: Missing you. I click on Jonah’s message to see a photograph of a temple, symmetrical and serene. Although I’m not familiar enough with Eastern religions to know which one this temple serves (Shinto? Buddhism?), the design alone communicates peace and harmony.

I’m glad Jonah felt drawn to a place like that, and I wish I could see it with him.

You did the right thing, staying here, I remind myself. And yet I can’t stop looking at the photograph, imagining myself half a world away with the man I love.

•   •   •

“It’s a miracle babies ever figure the world out, isn’t it?” Geordie says that evening as he sits on Arturo and Shay’s floor, next to the play mat where Nicolas kicks vigorously.

“Why d’ya say that?” Shay calls from the kitchen, where she’s helping herself to a second serving of red beans and rice. I don’t attempt to cook dishes from home very often, but this one seems to be a success.

“Think about it.” Geordie points at Carmen, who’s sitting slightly apart from the rest of us—dining in front of the TV even though there’s room at the table. Maybe she’s trying to get closer to Geordie? “What’s the first thing you did when you came in, Carmen?”

She pauses, fork in hand. “Um, I said hi to the baby.”

“Ah, but no. You leaned over him and went wooby-wooby-woo for about three minutes straight.” Geordie cracks up laughing.

Carmen makes a face. “Oh, come on. Everyone likes to be silly with babies.”

“Exactly! Their new little brains are trying to interpret this enormous new world around them, and what data do they get? Countless people leaning over them, chanting pure nonsense.” Ruefully, Geordie leans over Nicolas and says, “Stick with me, kid. I’ll talk to you with a proper Scots accent. Bring you up right.”

“Don’t even,” Arturo says. “Between his grandparents’ Mexican accents and his mother’s Australian—”

“I’m not the one with the accent!” Shay protests as she comes back to the table. “You are.”

Arturo ignores this, though he can’t help a smile. “—the last thing Nicolas needs is another accent in the mix.”

“What about another language?” I’ve been curious about this for a few months now. “Are you guys going to raise Nicolas to be bilingual?”

Shay and Arturo give each other a look, and I realize I’ve accidentally tripped over a marital debate. Too late—they each launch into overlapping explanations, with Shay saying she thinks it’s important to speak two languages from the very beginning, while Arturo insists his parents were right to teach him Spanish first, then English, so he wouldn’t get confused. Neither of them is angry about it, but it’s pretty obvious extra opinions are totally unnecessary.

I glance over at the other two adults in the room to get their reactions. Geordie, like me, is stifling a laugh. He looks so much better the past couple of weeks; he’s found a sponsor, a woman named Kitty who’s apparently been sober for more than two decades. Probably she hasn’t had much chance to really work with him yet—just knowing someone in the same boat is committed to helping seems to have been enough to buoy his spirits. Geordie’s resumed shaving every day; his clothes once again seem to be neatly pressed. He no longer looks like his own shadow. The guy I knew is coming back.

Although I’d like to think he’s doing this for Carmen’s benefit, she isn’t responding in kind. Normally she chooses clothes in the brightest colors. Today, however, she’s in slouchy jeans and a sweatshirt. She looks fine, but nobody would ever say she’s dressed to impress a guy.

More than that, she seems oddly withdrawn, and has ever since I got back into town . . .

Oh, no. What if my matchmaking only worked on one of the two people involved? Did I only saddle Carmen with the misery of unrequited love?

Inwardly I groan. Why, exactly, did I ever think I was an expert on romance?

After we’ve finished dinner, Geordie and Shay find a marathon of Star Wars movies on some channel and insist they need to watch the whole thing with Nicolas, because it’s “such an important part of American culture.” Meanwhile, Arturo—the only native-born American of the three—takes his turn washing the dishes. That gives me a chance to walk out with Carmen and suggest we make an evening run to Amy’s for some ice cream. Austin’s having one of its occasional bursts of unseasonal warmth—while it’s cool enough for me to wear my mint-colored cardigan, it’s definitely not too cold for ice cream.

(Then again, I tend to believe there’s no such thing as “too cold for ice cream.”)

Amy’s is another of the city landmark shops on South Congress Street. As good as the specialty flavors are, that’s not why this place became one of the most beloved places in town. The people behind the counter don’t stop at scooping your ice cream—they flip it in the air, almost impossibly high, and manage to catch it with the cone or cup every single time. During the day, the line of people often stretches out the door onto the sidewalk, and people clap for each successful landing. Amy’s night hours get quieter however, so Carmen and I practically have the place to ourselves.

“So,” I say over a scoop of chocolate chip. “You seem kind of down.”

“Down isn’t the right word.” Carmen stirs her strawberry milkshake with a red straw. “Freaked out, maybe.”

I frown. Freaked out doesn’t sound like romantic trouble. “What’s the issue?”

She looks over her frosted glass and bites her full bottom lip. “You have to promise not to tell anyone yet. Maybe not anyone ever.”

“Oh, my God, what is it? Is everything okay?”

Carmen laughs as she lowers her head behind her hand. “It’s fine, I swear. I’m making it sound worse than it is.”

“So spill it.”

“I got into the Stanford Ph.D. program.”

I admit it; I squeal like a teenager who just found out Zayn’s coming back to One Direction. “That’s fantastic! Beyond fantastic. What are you moping about? We should be—setting off fireworks! Getting seconds of ice cream! I think I still have my New Year’s party hat.”

“Thanks, Vivienne,” she says, but her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “But think about it. Stanford is in California. If I move out there, I’m leaving Arturo and Shay and the baby behind.”

So what? I want to protest. It’s not like you could live with your little brother forever. You have to go where your career takes you!

 But I’m coming from a background where I couldn’t wait to get out of my house. Carmen and Arturo had an entirely different experience growing up. Sometimes they feel like their parents are too far away in San Antonio, only a few hours’ drive. For Carmen to decamp to California—it’s an even bigger leap than it would be for most people.

Even that isn’t the main issue on Carmen’s mind, though. She’s thinking of the young family we just left in their run-down rental town house, the one they furnished from Goodwill.

“They need all the help they can get,” she whispers. “Arturo got married so young. Shay has to take fewer classes this semester—she won’t even graduate until this December! When I think about moving away, ditching them, I feel so guilty. But it’s Stanford. One of the best math programs in the world.”

“Hey, let’s toast your getting in, okay? No matter what, that’s awesome.” I lift my ice cream cone; with a smile, she raises her milkshake glass to click against the cone. “Last semester you were in a panic. Now? You’re king of the world.”

Carmen holds out her arms for a moment, like Leonardo DiCaprio. Her smile remains crooked, though. “Honestly, that’s another factor I have to consider. If the pressure was too much for me here, what’s it going to be like at Stanford?”

“It wasn’t too much for you here. If it were, you’d never have gotten into Stanford in the first place.”

She turns back to her milkshake, looking up at me only with her eyes. “If it were you—what would you do?”

“I’d go. But I’m not you.” Wow, super helpful. I struggle to come up with something better for her. “You want to be there for the people in your life, but you have to do the best you can for yourself too. Striking that balance is difficult.”

In my mind I hear Jonah’s voice telling me I don’t look out for myself enough. I think he’s wrong about that, mostly because he’s had to ruthlessly prioritize his own mental health to even survive his terrible childhood. Where I see roots, he sees chains. But he’s right about examining choices from time to time. Carmen shouldn’t sacrifice everything for her family, but she’s someone who’s happiest when she’s not completely independent.

I start to tell her as much, but that’s when my phone buzzes. Hoping for a message from Jonah, maybe with another beautiful picture from Japan, I steal a glance at the screen—and my gut drops.

“Carmen,” I say slowly, “I know you’re having a rough night, but I’ve got to go.”

•   •   •

Within twenty minutes I’m on the other side of town, in front of an apartment complex I’ve never visited before. I’m supposed sit here in my car and wait—under no circumstances am I to walk up to the door and knock.

But to hell with that. If I don’t see or hear something in another five minutes, I’m going in there with my lug wrench in one hand and my phone set to speed-dial 911 in the other . . .

Then I see movement, and shadows against the ground-floor windows. The figure approaching me takes shape with every step forward, though he looks hardly recognizable.

When he slides into the car, I tell myself not to overreact. But when I see his face, I gasp.

“Please,” Kip says, his voice thick through his split lip. “Just drive.”

The silence between us stretches over the jazz piano on the radio until I can’t bear it any more. “Tell me this one thing. Was it the first time?”

“No.”

 I can’t wrap my mind around it. Kip Rucker sees all. Knows all. He arranges every single thing at the University of Texas at Austin to his satisfaction. I’ve heard people from virtually every department on campus wheedling for favors, seen him handle crises for everyone from the cafeteria lunch crew to one of the assistant deans. But here he is on the front seat of my car, bruised and bleeding from punches delivered by the man he cared about.

Why should it be so hard to believe? I stood as a bridesmaid in my rapist’s wedding. Jonah still owns part of the house his stepfather lives in. Sometimes we can’t pull away from the ones who have hurt us, any more than we can from the ones who have loved us.

And when they’re the same person—that’s the hardest of all.

“It’s done, okay?” Kip flips down the sunshade to check his face in the mirror. “I’m not going back to him. Deleting his number from my phone. Blocking him on Twitter. Et cetera. So you can skip the lectures.”

The overstuffed duffel bag he’s clutching suggests he’s telling the truth about leaving Ryan behind for good. Yet I can’t get over the fact that Kip got hit and he stayed.

We tell ourselves only weak people are victims. That the bad guys wear black and broadcast their evil intentions with every word and gesture, so nobody can fall prey to them except innocents and fools. We tell ourselves that because it gives us the comforting illusion of control.

It’s so much harder to face that it could happen to anyone. That it does happen, all the time, and we hide it because we’re ashamed of what was done to us. Meanwhile, the people who should be ashamed go on with their lives, mentioning us only to talk about how “hysterical” or “crazy” we are.

Why is the world so fucked-up?

“I wasn’t going to lecture you, Kip,” I say, keeping my eyes on the road. “Do you need anything?”

 Kip tosses it off lightly: “Got any miracle concealer? I don’t intend to show up bruised at the office.”

“I’ll check my purse when I drop you off.”

If Kip doesn’t want to talk, we won’t talk. But I reach over to take his hand, and after a moment, he squeezes my fingers.

•   •   •

By the time I get home, it’s nearly midnight. My head throbs, my eyes feel red, and I feel like I could sleep for a thousand years. Tomorrow I have to TA a class and try to get in some studio time. If only I could call in sick. Or comatose. Sorry, can’t make it today, in a coma. See you tomorrow.

I flop onto my bed, kicking off my shoes. As much as I’d like to slip into unconsciousness, an unfinished memo to my advisor nags at me. I’ll sleep better if I get the damned thing done. So I wake my laptop, prop myself on some pillows. The screen glows softly to life. Before I can open my word processing program, however, Skype blinks with a call from an “unknown number.”

It’s international. I grin. While I don’t know the country code for Japan off the top of my head, I’d bet anything this is Jonah.

Sure enough, he appears in the window, brilliant daylight streaming around him like a halo. When he sees me, his stern face eases into the slightest, gentlest smile. “Vivienne. I thought I’d try—just in case—but I figured you’d already be in bed.”

“Nearly. But not quite.” The sound of his voice flows through me—tranquilizer, painkiller, and intoxicant all at once. My head sinks deeper into the pillow as I nestle the computer comfortably in my lap. “How’s the trip going?”

“Incredible. Seismic activity is nearly constant in Japan, of course, but the recent activity we’ve been monitoring . . . you don’t want to hear about tectonic plates, do you?”

 Jonah actually looks disappointed; I have to laugh. “Sometime. Not right now, though. I’m too exhausted for scientific talk.”

“Bad day?”

“Not for me. But for some of the people around me, yeah.” When I remember Kip’s bloody mouth, sympathetic pain slashes me inside.

Jonah nods. “Sometimes that’s worse. Your own problems, you can handle. Someone else’s troubles might be out of your control.”

I love his confidence, how he takes it as a given that he’ll defeat any problem that comes his way. Why did I think Jonah and I needed some time apart? It sounded reasonable at the time—maybe it still is—but at the moment, while I’m worn out and my heart is hurting for Kip, all I can think of is how good it would be to feel Jonah’s arms around me. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too, but—” His expression tightens, becomes unreadable. “—our work here is turning out to be more complicated than we’d thought. The university has asked me to extend my stay.”

“For how long?” I sit upright, rocking the computer. A month? A semester?

“Another three weeks, I’m afraid.”

“Ouch.”

“I know. But this is an opportunity that doesn’t come around very often—the earth’s mantle rarely cooperates. We’ve gotten lucky.” Jonah lifts one eyebrow. “Sure you won’t come over for a visit?”

My resistance is weak. If I could take a time machine back to his first invitation, I’d accept, even if it did turn out to be a mistake. But now—“I’m in the thick of the semester. Plus Marvin has mono, so I’ve got to cover some classes for him. No escaping now. Dammit.”

 “It’s okay.” He attempts to be cavalier about it, though I can sense his disappointment. “We’ll have other trips.”

Quickly I tally the days. “Three weeks—that should get you back to the U.S. in time for Mardi Gras. Promise me you’ll get back for that. When you come to New Orleans with me, I feel so much braver. So much stronger.” I can’t resist a smile as I imagine some of the wilder aspects of Carnival, and how someone as somber as Jonah could deal with them. “Besides, you promised to take Libby to a parade, Remember? No fair backing out now.”

“Mardi Gras. I think I can manage that.”

It’s a relief—no, more than that. A gift. “Good.”

“Have you been staying at my place?”

I don’t have to ask why he wants to know; it’s not like Jonah owns a bunch of plants that need watering. “The Stalker hasn’t shown up. People are speculating he blew town to avoid getting caught.”

“Hope so,” Jonah says.

“That just means that guy is out there in some new place where the women don’t know to look out for him.” Though, of course, we do. We are told, again and again, to look behind us and lock our doors and walk with confidence and do a thousand other things that may or may not reduce the chances of being raped. Society wants us scared, but refuses to change in the ways that would actually make us safe.

Jonah grimaces. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I know you didn’t. You just want me to be safe. But I am, I swear.”

He doesn’t fully accept that even now; I can tell. Jonah’s overprotective streak remains strong. “Stop by my place once in a while anyway. I like the thought of you there.”

“Okay.” I’ve done worse things for a guy than stay in his gorgeous penthouse. Besides, if I have to do without Jonah for three more weeks, it would be comforting to spend some time surrounded by his things, the books he loves, sheets that still smell faintly of his skin. Briefly I touch the screen. “I need you. I love you.”

“I love you too,” he says, and for one instant, it’s as if there isn’t half a world between us. As if I weren’t on the edge of one night while he’s awoken to a brand-new day. We’re together in every way that matters.





 Twenty-four

Jonah keeps his promise—barely.

I wait inside the security gates at Louis Armstrong International in New Orleans, suitcase at my feet, overpriced bottle of water in my hand. My flight landed almost two hours ago, but I decided I’d rather hang out here. After six weeks without Jonah, I don’t intend to let our separation last one more minute than necessary.

For six weeks, I’ve slept alone. For six weeks, I’ve fantasized about Jonah, reliving every one of our games in brutal detail. Oh, I’ve tried other fantasies too—particularly reliving our nights in Scotland, and trying to pretend I got off from the way Jonah went down on me. But in the end—always, always, my mind reeled back toward the memory of Jonah at his most dominant, even his most cruel.

And yet I haven’t only missed Jonah’s darkness. I miss the man entire.

Finally, passengers begin trudging out of his arrival gate, towing roller bags behind them. Jonah’s one of the first out. He sees me instantly, and his face lights up—and for one moment, it’s like seeing the Jonah who should have been, the one without so many scars.

“Vivienne.” He pushes his way through the thicket of people waiting to board the next flight and clutches me in his arms so tightly my feet rise off the ground. Laughing, I sling my arms around his neck and kiss him. When our lips part, he brushes my hair back from my face. “I’d started to think I only dreamed you.”

“Same here.” We kiss again, and then I finally recognize the shadows beneath his eyes. “How jet-lagged are you?”

“I feel like today has already lasted about thirty-six hours.”

Given his flights from Tokyo and L.A., he really might have been up that long. “Come on.” I pull him toward the exit. “Let’s get you to Liz’s place, so you can get some sleep.”

He laughs. “I want to say I have better things to do with you and a bed than sleep—but Jesus Christ, a nap sounds amazing.”

“So you’ll nap.” As we walk through the security gate, toward baggage claim, I snuggle closer to his side and whisper, “You’re gonna need your strength later.”

“I like the sound of that.”

We still haven’t settled exactly what he’s going to need his strength for—what our new boundaries will be in bed. But right now I’m so happy to be with Jonah again that nothing else matters.

The trip into the heart of New Orleans takes longer than it usually would. We first see signs of the chaos at baggage claim, where three times the number of usual suitcases spill along the conveyor belt, and the crowd’s energy is already percolating. Then, as soon as our taxi gets within a few miles of Uptown, traffic slows and snarls. “They’ve started rerouting everything for the parades,” I explain to Jonah, who has leaned his head against my shoulder.

“Already?” he murmurs. “It’s six days until Mardi Gras, isn’t it?”

“The parades started three weeks ago, silly.”

Most people don’t understand the full extent of New Orleans’ Carnival season until they experience it for themselves. They think it’s all about getting drunk on Bourbon Street, when the reality is bigger and stranger. Dozens of parades in locations all around the city, each one of them miles long, with thousands of riders, dancers and band members. Grand balls for various krewes held everywhere from country clubs to the Superdome. Open houses with trays of chicken, pots of gumbo, and ice chests full of beer for all the homeowners’ friends, any friends of friends, and a few random strangers who seem amiable enough and so are invited in.

I’ve always loved Mardi Gras, but this year already feels special. I imagine the entire city is throwing a party to welcome Jonah home.

How perfectly have our stars aligned? For one, we’re not staying with my parents, and not even my mother expects us to. A bunch of her Chi Omega sisters come down every few years, including this one, which means the house is packed. So instead Jonah and I get to camp out at the Garden District home that once belonged to the Marceaus, currently inhabited by Liz and her fiancé. She welcomes us to the tiny carriage house at the back of their property, which is shaded by a vast oak tree. By the time we get there, Jonah’s on the verge of collapse, so I tuck him in and hang out with my childhood best friend for a while.

The first thing Liz says once we’re alone: “Please explain to me why that delicious man is lying in bed without you lying on top of him.”

“Liz!” I pretend to be shocked, which makes her laugh with gusto. “He’s worn out.”

“Unless you’re the one who wore him out? Not an adequate answer.” She drapes herself across the porch swing as sinuously as a cat. Her lime-colored dress contrasts beautifully with the swing’s vivid yellow paint. “Now, I want to make sure I’ve got this straight, so I don’t screw up like I did last fall. If I see anyone from your family, you are or are not in New Orleans right now?”

I sigh. “This time I’m here. We’re even going to the Krewe of Templars ball tomorrow night with my parents, Chloe, everyone.”

 Liz shakes her head in pleasant disbelief. “Renee Charles approves of a man who’s actually good for you. Will wonders never cease?”

“She only approves because his family is rich.”

“Honey, take your victories where you find them.”

That night is one of the first big parades, so we meet up with Chloe and Libby along the route on St. Charles. Bleary as Jonah is, he willingly takes Libby on his shoulders so she can beg for throws from the women riding the floats in their crazy-colored wigs; between his height and Libby’s cuteness, they make an effective team. By the time the tenth marching band comes by, we’re all draped in so many beads that our necks are heavy.

“I want all the purple ones!” Libby insists as we divvy things up between floats. “Jonah, you can have these pink ones if you give me the purple.”

Chloe raises her voice enough to be heard over the approaching bass drums. “He won’t want pink, silly. He’s a boy.”

But Jonah contradicts her by sliding the pink beads over his head. He nods toward the guys near us—who are wearing tutus and tinsel wigs. “Looks like the usual rules don’t apply.”

Afterward we walk back to Liz’s amid the sounds of laughter and jangling beads. Liz invites us in for a cocktail, but Jonah’s brief nap hasn’t fully recharged him. We go to bed early, chastely, though I take enormous physical comfort simply from the warmth of his body next to mine. From the heaviness of his arm around me, and the splay of his rough hand over my belly.

“I brought you a present,” Jonah murmurs. Even though I just turned out the light, he’s already halfway asleep again. “I kept trying to think of the right moment to give it to you today, but it never came.”

“Whenever. I’m just glad you’re here.”

“Mmm.” He’s agreeing with me, but already he’s too close to unconsciousness to form words.

 I am glad. Elated, even. Tonight couldn’t have gone any better, especially given how exhausted Jonah is.

And yet the great unanswered question still looms before us. Will I have to give up the fantasy that turns me on every single time? I want to think I can grow past the fantasy to enjoy sex on different terms, but it’s so hard for me to believe that’s possible.

But this is mostly about Jonah’s healing, his ability to face his own demons. Can he once again come to terms with the darkness inside him, the same darkness that wove us together?

You’ll make this work, I tell myself. We love each other enough for that. For now, just be grateful that he’s here.

All true. Yet it takes me a very long time to fall asleep.

•   •   •

The next day is the usual happy blur of Carnival: unwrapping the silk robe Jonah brought me from Japan (a delicate floral pattern in shades of dark pink and mint green); standing in line at lunchtime for the best po’boy in town; fighting the crowds at the grocery store to stock up on beer, wine, and snacks; and picking up Jonah’s formal wear at the rental place. Tonight is the Krewe of Templars ball, which means we have to dress to the nines.

“I owned a tuxedo when I was in high school,” Jonah says as he works with his white waistcoat. “My mother insisted, so she could drag me to every charitable event and show off what a ‘happy family’ we were. In all those years, I don’t think I wore white tie and tails more than four times.”

“At least you don’t need a top hat.” I shinny out of my jeans and black sweater, then watch Jonah watch my reflection in his mirror. My nude-colored strapless bra and panties are translucent, so he can see the flush of my nipples, the narrow dark triangle between my legs. After the comfortable, easy way we’ve been together these past few days, it’s exhilarating to watch his eyes darken while he looks at my body. To know that I ignite the same desperate passion in him that he does in me.

His voice is husky as he says, “Are you wearing your green dress?”

“Of course. I bought it for Mardi Gras balls like these.”

My careless shrug belies what we’re both thinking of—the last time I wore this dress. Jonah tricked me into walking backstage at a charity event, then pretended to rape me, savagely, on a nearby table. I remember his hand around my throat, the growl of his voice as he called me a whore.

You loved that, Jonah. You can’t pretend you don’t. We can have all that back again. The only thing you have to do is ask—

But he says nothing as I slip into the emerald-green satin, not until I turn to him pulled together—my hair held back on one side with a rhinestone clip, which matches the heavy necklace around my throat. The glittering choker reminds me of his grip, the way it tightened just as I came. I think it reminds him too.

As for Jonah—sometimes white tie and tails can overwhelm a man. If the fit isn’t ideal, the waistcoats emphasize the belly, or the tailcoat makes him look like a penguin. But Jonah has the kind of body that fills this out to perfection. He might have strolled out of the Edwardian era; I can imagine a vintage Rolls-Royce waiting for us, or an ivy-covered manor in the background.

But nothing in my imagination thrills me as much as the look on his face as he steps closer to me. His hand curls around my upper arm, his fingers tighten, and my breath catches in my throat . . .

“We should leave,” he says, and steps away.

Frustration sparks inside me, but I force it into the far corners of my mind. The night is still young.

•   •   •

The Krewe of Templars is one of the old-school krewes. That means we aren’t attending one of the raucous megaparties with thousands of people screaming for each float as it rolls in to complete its ride. Instead, we’re at a private club in a classic New Orleans–style mansion, along with another four hundred people in formal wear.

Jonah looks bemused as the traditional ceremonies begin—mummers dancing around with masks and banners, some of the city’s wealthiest men wearing sequined satin costumes and feathered headdresses, and young girls in white dresses being presented as ladies-in-waiting, princesses, or the queen. While the queen takes her traditional turn around the room, waving her glittery scepter at us all, he says, “This is like something out of another century.”

“It is out of another century. I guess this is how people had fun before cable.”

He nods toward the queen in white, with her enormous sparkling ruff. “Did you do this?”

“I was one of the princesses. Chloe had been queen a few years before—they wouldn’t pick a second girl from the same family so close together. Besides, I always thought it was kind of ridiculous.” Meanwhile, Chloe hung a photo of herself as Templars queen in the foyer of her home.

“You hated it?” Jonah says, sympathetically.

Ugh, yes, awful, I begin to answer, but I stop myself. This is another chance to be totally honest. “No, I didn’t hate it. Maybe I laughed at how seriously the others took the whole thing. Like, one girl kept crying because she hadn’t been named queen. As if it could ever matter. Still, I got to dress up and hear everyone say I was beautiful. Every girl likes that, on some level. And for me—I guess this was one of the first times I remember feeling pretty without also feeling vulnerable. Where I started to regain some of the confidence that was taken from me.”

He kisses my forehead and whispers, “You should’ve been queen.”

Longingly I glance at the red velvet curtains hanging from the sixteen-foot windows. We could find a private spot, you could drag me back there, Jonah, please—

But of course he doesn’t.

After the festivities comes the supper dance. A band swings into the usual reception-style hits: “She Loves You,” “Stayin’ Alive,” “Celebration,” “500 Miles.” Enormous buffets of rich Southern food are placed along the walls so we can feast on biscuits and gravy, smothered chicken and creamy grits. Tablecloths are linen; the silverware is actually silver. From the bartenders flow endless glasses of wine. The lines at the bars are long, though, so when Jonah goes to get us a couple flutes of champagne, he’s missing for a while.

“Libby will be eligible to be a lady-in-waiting in just three more years,” my mother says. Her beige lace gown glints softly in the light from the chandelier above. “I can hardly wait!”

I frown. “Is she eligible? I thought that was only for girls whose fathers belonged to the krewe.”

“Well, you know, we’ve been working on Anthony to join. I’m sure he’ll want Libby to have this experience, so it can’t be long.”

As always, Anthony’s name makes my stomach clench. “Mom, come on. Even if he did want to join, wouldn’t that only make things more difficult for Chloe?”

My mother doesn’t meet my eyes as she salts her grits. “Every marriage has its bumps.”

Meaning my parents still hope Chloe and Anthony will reunite. Suddenly I’m no longer hungry. “Jonah’s taking a while with the drinks,” I say as I toss my napkin onto the table and rise to my feet. “I’m going to check on him.”

I weave my way through the dancers, scanning the room. The multiplicity of bars means I don’t know exactly where he might be. In one corner I see Liz laughing with her fiancé; in another, Dad is talking with old friends, no longer quite filling out the tailcoat he’s owned for years.

 At the doors to the veranda, I see a flash of cotton-candy pink chiffon—almost undoubtedly Chloe. She’s been remarkably quiet all evening; I wonder if she’s become sentimental about her glory days. It looks like she’s near the outdoor bar, so I head that way.

A man in a red satin knight’s costume holds the heavy door open for me. I hug myself against the cool air as I look for Chloe, who is standing next to Jonah.

With her hand on his chest.

“What’s the rush?” She laughs, low and sultry. “I think there’s a gazebo out back.”

Jonah stands rock-still, staring past Chloe—no, through her. He holds a flute of champagne in each hand. “I’m taking a drink to Vivienne.”

“Vivienne can wait.”

Chloe leans in closer and slides her hand down his waistcoat, toward his pants. Jonah steps away, his face creasing into a frown. “Drink some coffee,” he says, words clipped. “You’ve had too much.”

“I’d say I haven’t had enough.” She lets her head fall to one side; a long blond curl, escaped from her chignon, brushes her bare shoulder. “Come on, Jonah. Not even a taste?”

“Excuse me,” Jonah replies, and walks away. Within a couple of steps he sees me. He doesn’t stop walking, merely slows as he whispers to me, “It’s not worth getting into.”

“Not for you. It is for me.” I push past him and grab Chloe by the elbow. “Did you say something about a gazebo?”

I haul my sister off the veranda, down the steps. From the corner of my eye I see Jonah hesitating, wondering whether to pursue us; he’s smart enough to finally decide he shouldn’t. This is between Chloe and me.

“What are you doing?” Chloe protests. She has the nerve to be angry. “It’s damp out here. I’m getting mud on my shoes!”

“To hell with your shoes. You were hitting on Jonah!”

 I expect her to deny it; the words to prove her wrong hover on my tongue. Instead, Chloe sticks her chin out. “He’s a free man. He can make his own choices.”

“What?” None of this makes any sense. Chloe and I are standing on the club’s broad lawn, beneath an enormous tree roped in fairy lights, in floor-length gowns—and yet I’m about two seconds away from starting an actual fistfight. “This from the same person who said I was ‘flirting’ with Anthony after he—”

“Exactly!” Chloe smiles, triumphant. “Turnabout is fair play. You went after my man once. Now I went after yours. See how it feels? If you got to make love with Anthony, shouldn’t I get a turn with Jonah Marks?”

Make love. I could scream. I could vomit. “I didn’t ‘go after’ Anthony! He came after me! Jesus, Chloe, you heard him admit that he raped me.”

She flinches. The word rape isn’t one she’s had to face very often. “I heard him admit that the two of you slept together, yes. He made a mistake, and he lied to me about it, and I’m having trouble getting past that. But that doesn’t mean you get to tell lies too. Get off your damned high horse and admit that I’ve never done anything to you half as terrible as you did to me when you had sex with Anthony.”

Chloe still thinks I’m lying. She always has. Even hearing Jonah confront Anthony—even seeing Anthony shrink in front of the accusation—it wasn’t enough to shake her belief in the man she married.

Or maybe the truer answer is that it wasn’t enough to make my sister finally believe in me.

“I ought to feel sorry for you,” I say, my voice shaking. “Because your whole fucking life is a lie. But you know what? That’s your choice. So wallow in it, Chloe. We’re done.”

With that I turn and walk back into the club. If Chloe follows me at any point, she doesn’t make it inside. Several feet from the door stands Jonah. While my glass of champagne is still full, I can see he’s taken a few sips of his own. No doubt he needed to brace himself after my sister practically felt him up. “Hey,” he says as he comes toward me. “Are you all right?”

“No.”

Jonah studies my face. “You realize I didn’t—”

“You did absolutely nothing wrong. That’s not the problem.” The revelry surrounding us seems to mock the misery crashing into my soul. “Chloe thinks I slept with Anthony of my own free will. She heard the truth and she still doesn’t believe me. She wanted to hook up with you for revenge. Because Anthony raped me, she wants revenge.”

He closes his eyes, only for a moment, feeling my pain as if it were his own. “God. I’m sorry.”

“Let’s leave. I want to leave, now.”

“Of course.” Setting the flutes of champagne on the nearest tray, he puts one arm around my shoulders. “We’ll get a taxi.”

On a Carnival night. Not likely. “We could walk there faster. It’s only a dozen blocks.”

“Okay. We’ll walk.”

Jonah puts his arms around me, and I hug him. Around us, the partygoers laugh and dance to “Don’t Stop Believin’.” The celebration roars on.





 Twenty-five

Our walk home passes in a daze. Jonah keeps his arm around me as we take St. Charles most of the way back, walking beneath curtains of beads trapped by nearby wires and tree branches. The crews have already cleared away most evidence of the earlier parades, but a few people in feather boas stagger around, their giggling fading into the sounds of cars driving by.

“I want to go home tomorrow,” I say, my voice thick. “I can’t stay here until Fat Tuesday, I’m sorry—”

“Don’t feel bad on my account. I’m here with you. For you.” As Jonah says this, my heel catches in a sidewalk crack; only his steady arm keeps me from falling. “We’ll fly out as early as possible.”

I laugh brokenly. “It’s Carnival, Jonah. Every seat on every plane has been sold out for months. We’ll have to rent a car and drive.” Assuming the rental cars aren’t sold out too.

Jonah remains unperturbed. “Trust me. This is one of those times when owning part of an airline comes in handy.”

Whatever. I don’t care if we ride horses or roller skate. Nothing matters except getting the hell away from Chloe, and my entire family.

No wonder my mother assumes Chloe and Anthony will get back together, I realize. As far as she knows, Anthony hasn’t done anything so terribly wrong. She’s treating this as a decade-old peccadillo, something better off forgotten. Chloe hasn’t said one word to convince her otherwise.

But—even if I had wanted to have sex with Anthony, I was only fourteen! That’s statutory rape by any measure, because the age of consent in Louisiana is seventeen. Shouldn’t my mother care about that, if nothing else?

She doesn’t, though. For Mom and Chloe both, this is a very simple story. Anthony was just “being a guy.” It couldn’t have happened if I didn’t ask for it. The end.

Quietly Jonah says, “Do you want to go by the house tomorrow to say good-bye to Libby?”

Oh, God, Libby. She’ll never understand why her Aunt Vivi left before Fat Tuesday. The thought brings me to the verge of tears. “I can’t. I want to, but I can’t.”

“Shhh. It’s okay. You can call her.”

Will Chloe even put Libby on the phone? I doubt it.

Despair fills me. I’ve tried so hard to be good. To think healthy thoughts. To become strong inside and out. None of it has helped. None of it has changed one damn thing.

By the time we get back to the carriage house, my feet throb at the heels; when I slip off my heels, the strap marks stretch red across my ankles. Jonah turns on one lamp before taking out his phone. “I’m just going to text Liz and tell her where we are.”

I ought to have thought of that. My mind is too crowded with memories of Chloe’s words, my mother’s callousness and always, always Anthony. With fumbling fingers I remove my heavy rhinestone necklace; it takes a few tries, because I still have just enough alcohol in me to make me clumsy.

And reckless.

Jonah has already shucked his tailcoat. He stands there in white shirt, waistcoat, and tie, the shadows outlining his perfect profile. The elegance of his attire can’t fully disguise the raw power of his form. I know the savage beneath the surface, and only that savagery can help me tonight.

When Jonah takes me—when we play our games—he casts out every doubt, every fear. I become nothing but a body. Nothing but desire and delight. My mind forgets everything but how he tastes, or how he feels inside me.

I want to forget.

This carriage house is one large room, but a Coromandel screen separates the bed and bathroom from the small sitting area. Two cane chairs sit beneath a gilded mirror, across from a coffee table laden with tourist guides and a longer sofa.

It’s velvet. Not leather like the one we had when I was a teenager. It’s dark blue instead of tan. A couple feet shorter too. But it will do.

“Jonah?” I wait until he looks up, and we are face to face. “I need to—to live through this.”

For the first split second, he doesn’t understand. So I sit on the sofa, leaning back slightly, bracing myself against force that hasn’t yet come. I lift my chin, exposing my throat. There’s nothing deliberately sexual about any of this, but it is the body language of vulnerability. We both know that vulnerability turns him on.

Break me. Force me. Let yourself go.

He tilts his head slightly, eyes searching mine, as comprehension sinks in. “Vivienne—on a sofa—that’s where he—”

“I need this. I need it now. I need you.” Does he need me to beg? I’ll beg. “Please. This one time. Just—shove me down. Push my dress up. Force me onto my back.”

He hesitates. Although I can tell he’d like to argue, he doesn’t. Instead his breaths quicken slightly, and I know he’s imagining me under him. Pressing me down. Fucking me hard.

 Jonah doesn’t want to want our games—but he does. No matter how much he wishes otherwise, he will always want them.

And I’m desperate enough to make him admit it.

“Come on, Jonah.” I remove the rhinestone clip from my hair, so it falls loose and messy around my face—the way it would if he’d already wrecked me. His gaze drifts downward, where the satin of my gown clings to my belly. The low neckline of the dress must reveal how my breasts rise and fall with each breath. And I’m breathing so fast and shallow now that I’m starting to get dizzy. I want him so fucking badly. “Come on.”

He breaks. Jonah’s on me in an instant, slamming my shoulders down onto the sofa so hard I cry out in involuntary surprise. His rough hands reach beneath the rustling green skirt of my dress, fingers digging into my thighs as he pries them apart. My panties stretch enough to allow his fingers to penetrate my cunt, just an inch or two. My wetness welcomes him, soaking through the thin fabric. Slowly Jonah smiles—the fierce hunter’s smile I crave.

“See?” he whispers. “See what I can make you do?”

What did I do? When this happened for real—what did I try? I struggled so little. But I attempted to pull down my T-shirt; the closest I can get is to paw at Jonah’s arms as if I could get him to let go. He’s so strong I couldn’t do it, ever. Not even if I really wanted to.

Jonah laughs and tugs me roughly down, so that not even my head rests on one of the pillows. I’m flat beneath him as he moves his hand to cover my mouth. His skin smells of my sex. “Shhhhh. Don’t say a word. Don’t say anything.”

I make a small, despairing cry against his palm. His hand tightens.

“You know what I want,” he says, grinding against me to make sure. He’s rock-hard for me already, his cock pressing insistently against my belly. Still he wears his white bow tie and waistcoat, the elegant attire a vivid contrast to his brutality. “You’re going to give it to me. You’re gonna give it up.”

Although I try to twist beneath him, it’s useless. He rams his cock against me again, just as he would if he were shoving into me.

Jonah’s stare has turned dangerous. Ravenous. He loves the sight of my frightened face half-hidden by his palm. Roughly he whispers, “Take it out.”

I hesitate, like I would have then. I wouldn’t have been sure what he meant, or how to proceed—

“Do it.”

My hands shake with remembered fear and new arousal. Clumsily I reach for his belt, fumble with the buckle and zipper. His enormous cock juts out almost immediately, eager to be free, and inside me.

As I do this, Jonah uses his other hand to rub at my nipple through the fabric of my dress. The strapless bra I wear is so thin that it does nothing to veil the heat and friction of his thumb. Nor does it hide how my nipples are hardening into points, more and more obvious beneath the shimmering green fabric. “See?” he whispers. “You’re figuring it out. This is what you’re for.”

Nothing but a body. Nothing but the way his bare cock feels against my trembling hands, nothing but the spiraling, dizzy yearning that has taken me over completely.

“Shhh,” Jonah repeats as he draws his hand away from my mouth. As I lie beneath him, helpless, he bends his head down and does something he’s never done during any of our games. He kisses me.

But this is unlike any of his other kisses, which have been tender, yearning, passionate—and always, always real. This kiss is meant to punish, insult, and bruise. He shoves his tongue into my mouth, almost down my throat, a deliberate violation meant to mimic everything else he’s going to do to me. I whimper as he keeps thrusting his tongue into me, and as his hand moves to pull aside the crotch of my panties. The head of his cock brushes my thigh, leaving a streak of damp pre-come behind.

My whimper breaks into a scream as he shoves inside.

It didn’t hurt. It only burns, the way it always does, the good hot ache of my body opening for the impossible length of him. And yet I keep crying out into his open mouth, then louder and more desperately as he buries his face in the curve of my neck.

They told me I would have screamed. I should have screamed. Now I can’t stop screaming.

“Nobody can hear you,” Jonah pants as he starts thrusting in earnest, hard enough to make my breasts shake, so that the thumping of our bodies against the sofa is loud in the room. “Nobody cares.”

Oh, fuck, why did that make it better? My cries shift into a higher pitch as I feel myself starting to give.

Jonah recognizes my response, knows I’m close. He props himself onto his arms so he can pound me faster. I can see the base of his cock in the split seconds before his shaft sinks into me again, all the way to the hilt. His smile is feral now, his abandon obvious.

I knew you wanted it, I think. Is that his line or mine?

My cheeks flush. The wave starts to hit me. I turn my head from his as I come—pleasure rushing through me, ten times more intense after all these weeks without him. My climax makes me shudder beneath him, and Jonah laughs.

“Yes,” he whispers as he pistons into me even faster than before. “Fuck, yes—”

Jonah groans as he spends into me, a deep guttural sound that comes from his core. His eyes screw shut and he grimaces as if he were in agony.

But it’s good. I know it’s good. He wanted this all along.

When he finally collapses atop me, we lie in silence for a few moments, breathing hard. Neither of us knows what words to use, if we even have the breath to speak.

He recovers first. “Are you okay?”

I have to lick my lips and swallow before I can speak. “I am now.”

No, we didn’t exactly copy what Anthony did to me—but this came close. Close enough. Why was that so completely fucking great for me? Why does it feel like the fresh wounds to my spirit are already bandaged and healing?

Doreen’s going to have to put in some overtime. “What about you?”

“Let’s go to bed,” Jonah says as he pulls out. That’s the only answer he gives. Hot come leaks from me onto the dress—but I was getting it cleaned after this trip anyway. I’ll just have to avoid eye contact with the guys at the drycleaner’s when I pick it up.

Together we stumble to the bed, help each other undress. We leave our things crumpled on the floor. This is one of those times when the aftermath of orgasm is so powerful that it drags you down into slumber almost instantly.

Only in the final moments before I fall asleep do I realize Jonah’s lying with his face away from mine.

•   •   •

When Jonah said owning an airline would come in handy, I had visions of Oceanic punting two unsuspecting tourists so we could fly to Austin in their place. What he actually meant is that, if you’re one of the owners of an airline, you know people who would be willing to loan you a private plane on short notice.

“Swanky,” I say as we take our seats—lush, leather-covered, facing a small table. It’s an attempt to lighten the mood, which fails. Jonah doesn’t respond; he hasn’t said much all day.

The pilots say hello before sealing themselves in their tiny cockpit. We have no attendant, but there’s a minibar stocked with sodas and snacks. I take a can of Diet Coke and look inquisitively at Jonah, who simply shakes his head no. Although nobody tells us to belt ourselves in for takeoff, I do it anyway. I tell myself this is for safety’s sake. Really, at the moment, I’m grateful for anything that can make me feel secure, on any level.

It’s not a long flight from New Orleans to Austin—maybe not long enough for the conversation we need to have. Still, about half an hour in, while neither of us can easily dodge the Talk. “Listen,” I begin, “about last night.”

“You don’t have to explain why you wanted it.” Jonah continues staring out the window, down at the clouds. “I don’t have to understand, and you don’t either. What we did helped you. That’s enough.”

If only I could reconcile my needs so easily. But my self-acceptance is something I can work on over time. The bleak expression on Jonah’s face worries me more. “I violated a boundary I meant to respect. That wasn’t fair.”

His smile is grim. “Do you think you could have pushed me over the line if I hadn’t wanted you to?”

There. At last he admitted that he still longs for our games, as much as I do. I knew it last night, when he took so much delight in pinning me down; what I wasn’t sure of was whether he knew it. He does. Yet there’s no release in this. If anything, Jonah is even more conflicted than before.

He continues, “It’s hard for me to control myself, knowing you want me to lose control.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault. Do you understand? None of this is your fault.” Jonah finally turns to face me. “I was the one who came to you. The one who thought we could live out opposite sides of a fantasy without any repercussions. What a goddamned fool I was.”

“One of those repercussions was falling in love.” I lean across the table, close enough to take one of his hands in mine. “Another was mind-blowing sex. Okay, we have some psychological issues to deal with. More than most people. That doesn’t mean we can’t handle it.”

“We’ve had this conversation before. Every time, you nearly convince me. But every time, we go one more step over that line, heading somewhere neither of us wants to go.” Jonah breathes out heavily. “I loved last night. I fucking loved it. I got off as hard and as good as I ever have. And this time, I wasn’t just pretending to be a rapist. I was pretending to be your rapist. Where does this end?”

“I don’t know,” I confess. “Last night troubles me too. But it was good for us both, so let’s not judge each other for that.”

“Vivienne, I’d never judge you for how you’ve dealt with what happened to you. I judge myself.”

How can I respond? But he isn’t looking for an answer. Jonah’s thumb brushes across my wrist, a gentle caress that I should find more reassuring than I do. We remain silent until my ears tighten, and the sound of the engine changes.

We’ve already begun our descent.

•   •   •

That night, we sleep in our separate apartments. Before we have sex again, we need to have a whole new set of negotiations, and neither of us is strong enough to deal with them yet. I go to bed early. After I climb between the sheets, I text Jonah good night, but I don’t wait for his answer before putting the phone on silent and turning out the lamp.

When I hear the buzzing from my nightstand, my first groggy thought is that Jonah wanted to tell me good night himself—which is sweet enough to make me smile. Then I see that nearly an hour has passed; I drifted off without realizing it. And while there are a couple of texts from Jonah, it’s Carmen calling. With a frown, I slide the bar across to answer. “Hello?”

“Vivienne?” She sounds strange. Tense. “Are you still in New Orleans with Jonah?”

“No, we came back today. My family . . . they were getting on my nerves, that’s all. What’s wrong?”

“Did you see the ten o’clock news?”

“Uh, no—”

“They were talking about the Stalker.”

The Austin Stalker—I’d almost managed to forget about him. After two months of inactivity, the guy seemed likely to have blown town. “Oh, no. He’s back?”

“He never left. Apparently there was a third girl—she was scared to go to the police, because he told her he’d come back and kill her if she did. This was right after New Year’s.”

Damn it. That poor girl. “Well, don’t worry about me. I always turn all the dead bolts, and nobody could get through these windows without shattering the glass. Pepper spray on the keychain, as always. And remember that self-defense class we took together? ‘You don’t have to be stronger than your assailant. You just have to be strong enough to hurt him.’” I’ve never forgotten those words; they reassured me tremendously.

Carmen isn’t reassured in the slightest. “That wasn’t what I was calling about. Oh, God. This is difficult.”

I sit upright, the quilt and sheets sliding down. “What is it?”

“Vivienne—a source told the news that the police suspect Jonah.”





 Twenty-six

Apparently it is not libel to report on television that someone is a person of interest in a criminal investigation, especially if this is true. A person of interest isn’t necessarily a suspect; it can be a witness, or merely a person who might be able to disprove an alibi. That said, Jonah’s new lawyers swoop down swiftly and sharply enough to make sure the allegation is never repeated on the air.

Too late.

To the world at large, person of interest means guilty as hell, and after months of suspense, the fear and hatred is finally directed at a target: Jonah Marks.

Carmen calls me once more that night, twice in the morning. “Have you heard anything else? Did the police come by?”

“Why would they come here?” I’m having this conversation wrapped in a towel, postshower. The sooner I can pull myself together and get over to Jonah’s, the better. He’s answered my texts, but he sounded terrible on the phone. I can only imagine how torn up he must be. “They already questioned me once. I told them I was with Jonah on the nights of the attacks, but they didn’t believe me.”

When I first heard the news, I felt a brief flicker of hope that at least this might have happened while Jonah was in Japan. Even the baddest Bad Cop in the world couldn’t argue with that alibi; the stamps on Jonah’s passport would provide complete vindication. But no, the Austin Stalker struck the night before the trip—in the hours when I went to the studio so Jonah could finish packing. Home alone: the worst cover story in the world. Why didn’t I stay over that night?

Then again, if the cops didn’t believe my alibi for the first two evenings, the third might only have made them more suspicious. But how is it possible for people to be more suspicious of Jonah than they already are today?

At least I can convince Carmen. She sighs and says, “You told me that already. I’m sorry. I just wanted to make sure you were safe.”

“I realize that.” My temper is soothed by remembering that she’s only looking out for me. “But there’s no need to worry.”

“That guy has gotten worse. Scarier.”

This time the Stalker injured his victim far more seriously, strangling her long enough to terrify her and bring her to the brink of unconsciousness, but not long enough to kill. According to the forensic psychology expertise I’ve picked up via Criminal Minds reruns, that means the guy is “escalating.” He’s wondering whether he’d enjoy murdering women too. “Yeah. You still have your pepper spray too, right?”

“I gave mine to Shay. I’ll pick up some more today, though, if they’re not sold out. The entire town is in a panic.”

Certainly the entire town feels the need to check in with me, or so it seems. Carmen’s phone call is followed by one from Kip (“I’m telling everyone I know that Jonah’s innocent, and commanding them to spread the word!”) and a text from Geordie (I believe you! I absolutely believe you. Jonah’s wrongly accused. All I’m saying is, if you’re worried, call and I’ll come over anytime). Like Geordie would last long in a fight against Jonah. But I suppose it’s sweet that he would try. Shay sends a long rambling e-mail about how nobody who works in earth sciences thinks Jonah could’ve had anything to do with it, but these same nobodies all feel the need to repeat the scary stuff that someone else has told them. While I feel sure Shay’s belief in his innocence is genuine, I wonder about his fellow professors. The department staff. His students.

Jonah is as strong a person as I’ve ever known. But he’s proud too. Working with students who believe him guilty of the most despicable crime—that would be one of the few blows I’m not sure he could bear.

Ironically, the one person in Austin I don’t hear much from is Jonah himself. He answered my call tersely last night, but I didn’t blame him; he was already on the other line with his new legal representation. Today’s he’s replied to my texts, but only briefly, and never initiated any of his own.

I’m angry but I’m handling it.  No, I don’t think it was Carter—just the usual news leak.  Maddox and Elise shouldn’t hear about this until I have a strategy for dealing with the situation.

Strategy? That was probably the word his new lawyer had used. But after months of slowly getting closer to Jonah—of our honesty and intimacy unfolding petal by petal—it seems as if he is suddenly far away again.

Don’t take it personally, I remind myself. When he’s been hurt or when he gets angry, Jonah sometimes needs a while to pull himself together before he can talk about it. His feelings should be the priority today, not yours. I text him about coming over to his place, and his OK is enough, for now.

At least he’s not shutting me out completely. As hard as it is for him to admit it, he needs support and comfort. When I’m at his place, we’ll have our chance to really talk.

Just in time for the Thoth parade to roll, I call home, knowing full well my parents and Chloe will be standing on the route with Libby, unable to hear their cell phones ring over the music and cheers. My text messages yesterday let them know the basics, but this is where I supply the longer explanation that should in theory keep my mother from guilt-tripping me about this for years to come. Jonah already agreed to have a “work emergency“ to explain our absence. Chloe knows the truth, of course, but she won’t admit it to a soul. Mom may favor her shamelessly, but she’d still be horrified to hear that Chloe threw herself at my boyfriend. So I make my apologies, lying without guilt.

No questions will be asked. They always prefer my fictions to the truth.

Afterward I somehow focus enough to review the lesson plans for the week, and to send a department e-mail letting everyone know I’m back early from Carnival and won’t need them to cover those two days after all. I unpack the rest of my suitcase; I pull my hair back in a ponytail and put on leggings and a boho tunic. Jangly earrings too. But every bit of this—selecting my outfit, separating colors and whites for the laundry, even providing the best cover story for my family—it’s all just noise I have to get through before I can go to Jonah’s.

He’s saved me so many times. I intend to save him too.

•   •   •

With one finger I punch in the security code for the garage of Jonah’s building, my red nails shiny against the dull silver. No news crews seem to be milling about outside, waiting to ambush him. Maybe that’s silly, to assume the local TV stations would be so bloodthirsty—especially after his lawyer’s warnings. But it’s still a relief to see the sidewalks bare of anyone but the usual weekend brunch crowd. At least the press is leaving Jonah alone.

 Yet when the elevator doors open into his apartment, I see he’s not completely alone.

“Ridiculous,” says Rosalind. She’s pacing the far side of his apartment, beside the longest wall of windows, so distracted by her wrath that she doesn’t even notice me stepping into the kitchen. Jonah, standing at the kitchen island, looks up at me. His arms are crossed against his pale gray T-shirt, and his posture is slightly hunched, like a person trying to endure stomach pain. Rosalind continues, “How can they do that when they have absolutely nothing against you?”

“They have a citizen’s report and some deputy with a loose tongue,” Jonah says. “That’s enough, apparently.”

When Rosalind turns around to argue, she finally catches sight of me. “Vivienne. Thank goodness. We need to get Team Jonah together!”

Despite everything, I can’t help laughing at the term Team Jonah. “It’s good to see you too.”

Dr. Rosalind Campbell entered my life in two entirely different ways—as Shay’s obstetrician, and as Jonah’s running partner and perhaps his closest friend in town. She wears white jeans and a pale pink sweater that set off her dark brown skin, even pearl studs in her ears, yet her usual elegant composure has been tested by this wretched day. Well, that makes all of us. At least Jonah has more than one person who’ll drop everything to stand at his side.

“Threaten to sue,” Rosalind continues as she walks toward the kitchen area of Jonah’s open-plan apartment. I set down my purse and come to Jonah’s side, though I don’t attempt to hug or kiss him; that’s the kind of comfort he’ll be slower to accept. She keeps going, “It doesn’t matter if you don’t have grounds. They’d still have to pay their lawyers to get the suit thrown out of court!”

“We already did all of that.” Jonah rubs at his temples; his pallor is so marked that the stubble on his cheeks stands out sharply. I don’t think he’s slept. “Which is why they’re not repeating the story.”

Rosalind retorts, “But you’d feel better if you yelled at them personally, wouldn’t you?”

“Maybe.” Jonah’s smile is fleeting. “Today, I’d rather not.”

She turns her attention to me. “You haven’t come by the restaurant yet, Candace says. I’ve already given Jonah hell about it; now it’s your turn.”

“It won’t be long,” I promise. Apparently Rosalind’s partner, Candace, is the head chef at one of the fanciest restaurants in town. We’ve been invited to enjoy a five-star dinner on the house, whenever we’d like, and the thought cheers me for a second. Then I imagine the two of us going there now, surrounded by whispers and suspicious glances. “Not too long, anyway.”

Rosalind must have caught the wary note in my voice. Her eyes flick from me to Jonah and back again. Turning brisk, she says, “I should leave you two to it. Jonah, you’ll call if you need me?”

“Of course,” he answers, by rote.

She doesn’t let him get away with that. As she slings her designer bag over one shoulder, Rosalind fixes him with her sternest stare. I can imagine her striking fear into the heart of interns. “You’ll call even if you don’t need me. At least once a day. And the final decision on whether or not I’m needed is up to me. Got it?”

Jonah is clearly torn between affection and exasperation. “Got it.”

Rosalind’s smile returns as she looks at me. “Watch this one, will you?”

“I’ll do my best.”

Why does that make Jonah go tense?

As soon as the elevator doors slide shut around Rosalind, I run my hand along his upper arm. “You look worn out.”

“I am.”

“Do you think you could nap? You need rest.”

 “I couldn’t sleep.” He leans back against his enormous fridge and stares up at the wooden and metal beams along his ceiling. “My landline number is unlisted, but somehow a couple dozen people got hold of it. They called all night—some hangups, but mostly death threats and warnings that I was going straight to hell.”

“Jonah. Did you call the police?”

“The same guys who think I’m guilty? If anyone actually tried to murder me, they’d probably applaud.”

“You’re entitled to protection! They should never have put you in danger like that.”

Jonah shrugs, maddeningly unconcerned. “This building is pretty secure. And I don’t think any of my neighbors even know my name. It’s fine.”

“You could stay at my place for a while,” I offer. “Until things blow over.”

He doesn’t seem to hear me. “The department head wants us to have a ‘conference’ tomorrow morning. Probably he’s going to suggest a voluntary leave of absence. He can make that sound like he’s looking out for me, when really he’s putting as much distance between me and the department as possible.”

What happened to loyalty? Don’t these people know Jonah at all?

Then I realize—no, they don’t. Jonah’s taciturn nature, his stubborn independence, and cool temper keep him from making friends easily. Most people misunderstand him at first, mistaking his silence for contempt. I did too. Few would guess the scars behind that quiet façade.

The injustice of it makes me want to weep. Jonah keeps to himself because Carter Hale taught him to distrust the world. Now the world distrusts Jonah in return.

“We’ll get past this,” I swear. “No matter what happens, I’m here with you. Okay?”

 He ducks his head. “Vivienne, we have to talk.”

Uh-oh. This sounds bad. Like, fleeing-the-jurisdiction bad—but no, Jonah’s smarter than that. “What is it?”

He walks across the room, into the living room area with its long sofa, brick wall, and the red leather ottoman where he once tied my wrists behind my back . . . but I can’t think about that right now. Not while Jonah looks so haggard, even distraught.

“There’s no telling how long this will last,” he says. “Or how bad it will get. While I don’t think Carter is behind this, he’ll try to take advantage of it if he can.”

“Then you guys go nuclear on him, right?”

Jonah shrugs again. “The nuclear option felt better when Carter was the one being attacked. I don’t like being on the defensive.”

True. Still, there have to be actions we can take. Things we can do. And the fact of Jonah’s innocence has to come out sooner or later. “It’s going to be okay, Jonah. In the long run, at least, and hopefully a lot sooner than that.”

“It’s going to be hell. And I’m not putting you through it.”

His meaning hits me, as physically and emotionally shocking as a slap to the face. “You—are you saying—you’re breaking up with me until you’re cleared?”

“No,” Jonah says evenly. “I’m breaking up with you for good.”

I sit down on the nearest chair so I won’t fall. “What? Why?”

“I’m bad for you. This fantasy of mine—it’s the whole reason I got reported to the police in the first place. It’s like this . . . poison that seeps out of me and ruins everything. Doesn’t matter how hard I try; it’s never going away. That wanting will always be a part of me. I finally learned that in New Orleans.”

I knew he had, and I was fool enough to be happy about it. Now it’s like I’m trapped inside some terrible car crash, watching the metal buckle and glass break in excruciating slow motion. “It’s my fantasy too. And it’s even worse for me than it is for you.”

“No. You’ve done the hard work, Vivienne. Bared your soul to a therapist for years, drawn lines that let you stay in touch with your family without being overwhelmed by them. You’ve surrounded yourself with friends who would do anything for you, and have made you a part of their lives.” The terrible longing I hear in Jonah’s voice breaks my heart. “Maybe you aren’t completely better yet—but you will be. You’re on that path. And I never have been.”

“You came to counseling with me—Rosalind’s your friend, and your sisters and brother—”

Jonah interrupts as if he hadn’t even heard me. “We’re both in danger of drowning. But you’re doing your damnedest to swim, and I’m nothing but the weight dragging you down. So I’m cutting you loose.”

Tears and anger war inside me. “That’s not your call to make! I’m the one who gets to decide what I can take. Don’t you realize what this relationship has meant to me? I love you, Jonah. How could you ever believe losing you wouldn’t destroy me?”

“You’re more indestructible than you think,” he says quietly. “This isn’t a debate. A relationship ends when one person says it ends. We’re over. That’s it.”

He thinks he’s being so fucking noble and strong. Instead he’s torn my heart in two.

But he’s right about one thing. It will do no good to argue. For today, at least, Jonah can’t hear anything I have to say.

“We’ll talk about this some other time.” That’s about the best I can do. “When you’re thinking more clearly.”

“I’m thinking clearly right—” Jonah at least has the decency to fall silent when I hold up my hand. I can’t take any more of this at the moment. If I hear him give his reasons one more time, I might start to believe him.

Wiping at my eyes, I pick up my purse. I never got around to taking off my jacket. I haven’t been in his apartment fifteen minutes.

When I look back at Jonah, I don’t say good-bye. The only words I speak are, “I love you.”

“I love you too,” Jonah says. His voice breaks, and that nearly destroys me. But he doesn’t falter. Not even this moment will change his mind.

Behind him in its heavy frame is my etching, the one he won at the charity auction a few months ago. Jonah didn’t understand what the image meant until I told him. He thought the man with his hands around the captive bird was keeping it only to protect it. I explained that the man was about to set it free for good. At the time, I had no idea that image was prophecy.

The elevator doors slide shut behind me. Leaning against the metal wall, tears hot on my face, I remember my resolution to come up with a new etching, one that would symbolize everything Jonah meant to me. But I never found the right image. As hard as I tried, I never figured him out.
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The entire city of Austin seems to fall under a dark cloud. Normally we’re friendly here—the type to wave or say hello to a stranger on the sidewalk. Laid-back, easygoing. Sunshine and warmth figure largely in both our weather reports and our outlook. Most people in the world would find a bat colony vaguely creepy; we cheer them on.

In late February, though, the bats have migrated elsewhere for the winter. A cold front blows in and stays put, bringing temperatures lower than any Texas has seen in a long while.

But that’s not the main reason for the chill.

Women stop walking the sidewalks alone after about three P.M. Displays go up beside gas station and grocery cash registers, hawking pepper spray, retractable batons, and those keychains that look like a cute kitty face until you use the pointed metal ears to gouge out an attacker’s eyes. At homes and apartment complexes around the city, workmen can be seen installing security cameras and motion-sensitive lights. This being Texas, gun stores and firing ranges are already plentiful, but they step up their advertising. Their billboards and flyers now sometimes have pink borders, because that’s what we ladies think about when we consider buying a gun: Which store has the most pink?

 I’ve never bothered with a gun. The way I see it, a firearm could just as easily be turned against me. But I’m newly aware of the pepper spray in my purse, and the path from where I park to my door seems longer than it did before.

My landlords install some extra lights without my even asking.

Arturo insists on taking precautions too, as I discover when I come over for dinner one week after Jonah and I . . .

(I won’t say broke up. That means forever, and I still refuse to believe that.)

 . . . after he pushed me away.

For the first few days, all I did was work and bawl. Once I scarfed an entire pint of chocolate ice cream while watching Empire and getting overly emotional about the rift between Cookie and Hakeem. That’s the closest I’ve come to fun since I left Jonah’s building last Sunday. But now Saturday night has come around again, and I’m determined to pull myself together. I arrive at Arturo and Shay’s town house with a six-pack of 7-Up in hand to see Arturo and Mack at work in the yard.

“This is stupid,” Mack says as he thrusts the point of a solar-powered yard light into the ground. “Nobody’s breaking in here.”

“You don’t know that.” Arturo’s on his knees too, spading the earth where the next light will go. “Nobody can know. I have to work nights, sometimes, but I don’t like leaving Shay on her own with the baby, not like this.”

Mack rolls his eyes, then sees me. He gives me his usual smarmy grin, which I acknowledge only with a nod before turning to Arturo. “Hiya. The landlord said you could put these in?”

“I didn’t ask her,” Arturo says as he jams in the last of the lights, then peers at the slowly darkening sky. “My guess is she’ll be cool with it. If not? I’ve lost security deposits for worse reasons.”

My mouth twitches, like it wants to smile but hasn’t fully remembered how yet. “Like that time you tried to hang a picture in your dorm room and put a hammer straight through the wall?”

Arturo laughs. “Damn, that dorm was crappy.”

Inside, I find another few friends milling around, Shay readying the plates and napkins for when the pizza arrives, and Geordie and Carmen sitting on the floor with Nicolas. In the past couple of weeks, it’s as if he’s transformed from this sweet pink blob into an actual baby; Nicolas can lift his head and chest, and he’ll hang on to the toys we give him, shaking them forever if they rattle or chime. And today, it seems, he finally got the hang of babbling.

“Ba ba ba BA BA!” goes Nicolas, smiling in delight at his own loudness.

“Yes, that’s the core issue Brussels has to deal with,” Geordie answers in all seriousness, as he play-walks a toy giraffe toward Nicolas’s eager hand. “But if Greece leaves the eurozone, what does that do to their long-term economic recovery?”

Nicolas yells “BA!” again, and Geordie nods thoughtfully. This entire performance reduces Carmen to giggles. Hmmm.

When food arrives, the gathering finally swings into party mode. They turn up the radio, people start joking and laughing, and soda cans are cracked open with a pop and a hiss. Although I’m still not really in the mood, I can at least listen to other people having fun. Being with friends is always one of the best sources of comfort.

A few times I see Arturo or Shay stealing a glance at me. They’re worried, even if they won’t say so. I know I look like hell, with my hair pulled into a messy bun and no makeup. I’m wearing my oldest jeans and an even older plaid shirt. Wryly I think I might as well have hung a sandwich board around my neck. Recently Dumped. Prone to Weeping. Do Not Taunt.

I’m okay, though. I feel like hell, and every time I think about Jonah I want to cry—but I refuse to let myself slide any lower than this. After what I’ve been through in my life, it takes more than a breakup to destroy me. I’ll keep going no matter how long my lonely heart keeps repeating Jonah’s name.

The party breaks up early, mostly because Mack and his friends want to head out to a bar. Carmen takes Nicolas upstairs to take care of his stinky diaper while Geordie and I clean up. As I stuff the latest pizza box into the cardboard-recycling can, Geordie says, “Hey, mind if I catch a ride back with you? Shay picked me up so I could help her with the heavier stuff at the grocery.”

“Uh, heavy stuff?” I’m just stalling. Wouldn’t it be better if Carmen gave him a ride home?

But this idea doesn’t seem to have occurred to Geordie. “You know. Hefting those twelve-packs of Coca-Cola and ginger ale—it’s a man’s job.”

The slight vibration in the pipes reveals that Carmen’s running Nicolas’s bath now, so she won’t be coming downstairs anytime soon. “Okay, sure. I’ll give you a lift.”

In the car, Geordie again syncs his phone with the sound system, this time bringing up Sharon Jones and the Dap-Kings. She sings about how it takes a hundred days to know a man’s heart, and against my will I feel myself getting emotional again.

Did Jonah and I have even a hundred days?

Geordie clears his throat. “As long as we’re talking about subjects that are none of my business—”

“We weren’t.”

“I take it you and Jonah Marks are still on the outs.”

Oh, shit, the last topic I want to talk about. “My love life is not your concern anymore.”

“Ouch.” Geordie makes the sound you hear from most people when they see a really bad sunburn. “I’m only asking as a friend. Okay? No grabby hands will be stealing toward your knee at any point this evening.”

 This guy always gets me to smile at some point. “I realize you’re not trying to—that you’re only looking out for me. And I appreciate it. But I’m really not ready to have a conversation about this with you or with anyone.” Not even Doreen: Our last therapy session was mostly me crying, and Doreen handing out Kleenex after Kleenex.

Geordie nods, and for almost a minute more, we drive along without speaking, accompanied only by the music. As I turn onto the road that leads to his apartment complex, however, he blurts out, “I’ve got to ask you another question about Jonah. Last one ever, probably.”

I wince. “I’d rather not.”

“Sorry, Vivienne. This one’s a must.” His tone is unexpectedly firm.

Whatever this is, he expects it to upset me. So I pull over into a lot for the shopping center a few blocks from Geordie’s place, put my Civic in park, and say, “Fine. Ask.”

“You don’t have to give me any details. I understand if you don’t know anything for sure, and you don’t want anyone to take action based on—on a suspicion, or a fear—but—” His eyes meet mine, stricken. “Did you split up with Jonah Marks because you thought he might be guilty?”

Fuck. Is this what all my friends are thinking?

Geordie continues, the words spilling out of him. “Because if you’re afraid of this man, on any level, we can switch apartments, switch cars, whatever you’d need to feel safe.”

“No. No, Geordie, that’s not it. I know Jonah’s not guilty, absolutely. What I said about being with him during the Stalker’s first two attacks—that’s one hundred percent true. Please, you have to tell people that Jonah didn’t do this.”

“All right.” He only looks more worried. “But one question’s been worrying at me. If Jonah’s innocent, and it appears he is—then why the hell are the police after him? He’s a bloody professor. A millionaire. That’s the sort of person they usually suspect last.”

 “I know. It’s this ex-girlfriend of his—she named him to the police back in December—”

“What, like, for revenge?” Geordie’s jaw drops. “That’s awful. What kind of a bitch does something like that?”

“She’s not a bitch. I mean, I guess she isn’t. I never met her.” I’m stumbling over my own words now, becoming emotional again. “She had her reasons for worrying about Jonah, okay? But she’s wrong. Can we leave it at that?”

The dashboard lights illuminate Geordie’s frown. “Her reasons? Forgive me, but that doesn’t sound good.”

“It’s not what you’re thinking.”

“Then what is it, Vivienne?”

I’m not the type to tell one lover too many details about my sex life with another. This subject is too intensely personal to share with anyone but my therapist. Given how far over the line Geordie is here, I’d be well within my rights to tell him to shut up and let it go.

But Geordie’s one of the only other people in the world who knows about my rape fetish. He is my friend, and he genuinely cares about my safety and happiness. And more than anything else, the sheer force of these unspoken fears has been pent up inside me so long that I can’t hold it back any longer. The dam finally breaks.

Which is why, half an hour later, I’m sitting on the floor of Geordie’s apartment, still spilling the whole damn story.

“And he says we’ll never get over this fixation if we keep acting it out together. But I felt like acting it out was the only way I ever got any better.” I blow my nose in the wad of toilet paper he fetched for me a few minutes ago. “It was my choice to get tied up! My choice to be blindfolded! My choice to—”

“Slow down,” Geordie says faintly. He’s leaning back on his sofa, one hand on his forehead like it hurts. “Fewer details.”

 Whatever. My personal dignity is already pretty much shot. “You understand now, right? There’s no way Jonah would ever rape anyone. That’s not how he dealt with the shit that happened to him.” I’ve remained vague about Jonah’s past—that part isn’t mine to tell. But that’s all I’ve held back. “We were working through that together, until he broke up with me ‘for my own good.’ Now he’s alone during all of this, and I feel like—both like I’m some kind of monster sicko for wanting this, and like I’m going to die because I’ve lost it forever.”

“You’re not a sicko,” Geordie says.

I give him a look. “Earlier you said your ears were bleeding.”

“I apologize. Bad joke.” He manages to sit up and meet my eyes. “Listen. First of all, okay. I believe you about Jonah. The story makes sense now, somehow. Poor bastard’s caught in the perfect storm of kink and suspicion.”

“Yeah.” If nothing else, at least I’ve completely cleared Jonah to one person’s satisfaction. It’s not much comfort, but it’s all I’ve got.

“Second—this part is hard. Vivienne, you never said this outright, but what I’m hearing is . . . you were raped once, long ago. By your sister’s husband?”

I’d always felt like I’d die if any of my friends knew. But now it’s almost a relief. “When I was fourteen. They were only dating then.”

“And she married him anyway. Jesus Christ. I’m so sorry.”

No one else has ever said that before. Not even Jonah. I’m sorry. I needed to hear that simple empathy more than I’d ever realized. The only answer I can give is a nod.

Geordie leans forward, forearms on his knees. “You know you could’ve told me. Either to explain why you wanted—or just, you know, to tell.”

“Almost nobody knows. Not Carmen, not Arturo and Shay, not even my own dad.” I brush back the strands of honey-brown hair that have escaped from my bun. “It’s not that I don’t trust you guys. But I never wanted anybody to look at me and see a victim. It felt like—like I’d be dragging my rape with me into my future, when all I wanted to do was leave it in the past. Do you understand?”

He nods too fast, unabashedly concerned. “Right. Sure. You get to choose who you tell and when. Only you.”

In the past, Geordie hasn’t been so great about keeping my secrets, but that was before he was sober. His mistakes were never intentional. Now I feel like he’d keep this safe for me forever.

So I can tell him the rest too. “The fantasy was only one thing Jonah and I shared. We’re compatible in so many other ways too; I think we would’ve been drawn to each other no matter what. But admitting this to each other, sharing it, that’s why we became so close so quickly. We only started going out six months ago, but the relationship we have goes so much deeper than the time makes it seem. Losing him is killing me. I don’t want to think it’s permanent, but if he thinks it’s permanent, then we’re done.”

“Give the man some time. He’s in the middle of some serious insanity right now, yeah? Might take him a while to get his head together.”

“I know that. I do. Still, I keep wondering—what if he’s right? What if we prevent each other from ever getting better? If we live this out together over and over, how do we ever move past it?”

Geordie does the last thing I expected; he laughs. “You don’t.” I frown in confusion, and with a sigh, he comes to sit on the floor beside me. His smile is crooked. “Usually you’re the wise one. Not hard, if I’m the competition. But these past few months, in treatment—I finally learned something that it sounds like you should learn too.”

“What?”

“Nobody ever gets all better. Ever. No one.” He takes my hand. “In the past, whenever I’d think I was drinking too much, I’d say—well, I’ll taper off for a bit. Clear my head. Make new friends, new habits. Then I can go hang out at the pub again like before. But now I know I can never do that. I’m an addict. An alcoholic. I don’t get to hang out at the pub. No civilized glasses of wine with dinner. No New Year’s champagne. Doesn’t matter how long I live, or how many years I stay sober. I will never be able to have those things. Sobriety is partly about learning to accept that fact.”

The serenity to accept the things I cannot change—isn’t that how it goes? “I’m not an addict. Not in that way, I don’t think.”

“No, you’re not. But the principle’s the same. We don’t get all better; we don’t fix everything that’s broken. We just learn how to work around the broken bits. How to do the best we can with what we have, and who we are.”

This is something Doreen’s tried to say to me a few times, though I only fully understand it now. Always, before, I’ve careened between feeling as if I had to put the past behind me completely, or surrender to it and accept defeat. But there’s a middle path too. One where I own what happened to me and do the best I can anyway.

And finally I realize how close I got to that, with Jonah, only to have it snatched away.

“Thank you,” I say to Geordie. “I’ve needed to hear that for so long.”

He shrugs, embarrassed by own his earnestness. “Guess I jumped ahead to step nine.” When I look at him in confusion, he elaborates: “The one where we make amends.”

“You never had anything to make amends for. Not with me.” One time he blabbed my secret—but if he hadn’t, Jonah and I would never have found each other.

We clasp hands, fully friends in a way we never were before, but always will be from now on. This doesn’t fill the void left by Jonah’s absence; maybe nothing ever can. But for this night, this hour, it’s enough.





 Twenty-eight

Geordie insists on following me home in his car, and asks me to text once I’m sure everything’s safe inside. No sooner do I send it than I get a message from Carmen saying, Hey, just got home, wanted to check in!

I sigh. Every woman in the city is on red alert, as is any guy worth a damn.

But I dedicate myself to my friends as well, because it’s something constructive to do. Keiko and I arrange to carpool to the studio, taking turns driving. She’s struggling to master raku glazing, and I need to fill the empty hours, so we wind up going virtually every day. Creating new images feels beyond me right now—the unfinished Jonah project still haunts me. Instead I devote myself to printmaking, experimenting with different inks and surfaces. I reprint the man’s hands around the dove at least three dozen times on everything from cardboard to concrete. I print them in black glittery ink, and a gray almost too pale to be seen against white, in shining gold, and in a red as deep as blood. Maybe I’ll hang them all together in one enormous installation that would show how many interpretations of one image there can be.

 Marvin drags himself into the studio to install a dead bolt lock inside the door, so the female artists can feel safer working late. We even assemble a chart with the name and security answer of every artist renting space here, and Marvin hangs it beside the door so women can feel confident about who they’re letting in before they slide that dead bolt open again.

Shay, Carmen, and I shop together for everything from groceries to clothes. Geordie and Arturo are both completely unsubtle about volunteering to run errands anytime after about three P.M.

Even so, I’m unprepared for the most audacious attempt to protect me.

It comes not quite a week after my huge confession to Geordie, on a night when he’s suddenly expressed this enormous, unprecedented interest in my “artistic process,” and wants to come along to the studio.

“You’re actually going to guard us against the Stalker,” I say with my hands on my hips. “Right?”

“And against any ninjas that might happen to stop by. Potentially also Bigfoot. I’m ready for anything, is what I’m saying.”

“Fine, but bring something to read. Because the ‘artistic process’ is duller than you’d think, and I doubt Bigfoot will put in an appearance.”

Sure enough, after a few hours, Geordie’s ignoring both my printmaking and Keiko’s work with her clay. He buries his nose in one of his law books and jots down notes for his next paper as an old Fiona Apple song plays on the radio. As I check out my latest print—deliberately messy, the sepia-colored ink gloppy enough to obscure a few details—my phone buzzes with a text. I check the screen with no expectations, but then my gut drops when I see the sender’s name: JONAH MARKS.

Are you free? There’s something I’d like to talk about.

 He wants to get back together! No, he’s going to leave the country on a research trip, maybe going all the way to Japan or Antarctica for months. Or something’s happened with his family and he needs to open up to somebody who understands . . .

Don’t get ahead of yourself, I remind myself. Deal with the facts.

So I send: I’m at the studio, actually. Getting some work done.

Can I meet you there?

Oh, my God. Jonah can’t wait. That has to mean good news—right? When?

I’m in the neighborhood, actually. I can get there in 5 minutes or so.

OK.

Heart pounding, I slide the phone back into my purse. “Uh, Geordie?”

He doesn’t even look up from his legal textbook. “Hmm?”

“Jonah’s going to drop by.”

That makes Geordie sit up. Even Keiko looks up from her vase-in-progress, then swears as it wobbles off-center and collapses. As she heads to the work sink area to wash off wet clay, Geordie says, “What do you want us to do? Stick around or get lost?”

“I have no idea.”

In the end, Geordie stays put until Jonah arrives, which is only a couple of minutes later. I slide back the dead bolt, take a deep breath and open the door. But my efforts to prepare myself are useless. When I see Jonah for the first time in almost two weeks, my heart and my body both melt.

 “Hi,” Jonah says. He’s wearing a leather bomber jacket the color of good whiskey over a cream-colored sweater he bought on our trip in Scotland. His jeans hug him as sexily as ever. Yet what draws me to him the most is the quiet sorrow behind his eyes. I think he’s lost weight; I have too. He continues, “Are you here alone at night?”

“Nope,” I say. This time, I’ll be the one who skips the hellos. “See?”

With a gesture I point out both Geordie and Keiko. Geordie waves as I shut the door behind Jonah and slide the bolt shut again.

Jonah doesn’t seem to know what to do with this. “Well. Okay. I guess we can talk here just as well.”

Geordie, for once in his life, is visited by the Spirit of Tact. “Oh, you know, Keiko, we ought to run out for some—baklava!”

She frowns at him. “Baklava?”

“Yeah! A craving just hit me. We can run by Phoenicia, and the coffee’s on me. What do you say?” Geordie claps his hands together, too cheerfully. “We won’t be long. Fifteen minutes, at most.”

Keiko looks from me to Jonah and finally catches on. “Right. Totally. Besides, I need some—things—that are, uh, not here.”

It takes all my strength not to facepalm. These two are subtle as a Category Five hurricane.

Jonah’s gaze settles on Geordie as Keiko ducks into the bathroom to change out of her grubby pottery clothes. “So,” he says heavily, to Geordie. “You’re back.”

This earns him a raised eyebrow. “What, as Vivienne’s boyfriend? You ought to know her better than that, mate.”

“That’s not what Jonah meant,” I interject. “We’ve spent a lot of time together, and—you know, forget it. It’s not important anymore.”

Geordie takes a deep breath. “She keeps secrets well, doesn’t she, Jonah? Personally I think she’s been asked to keep too many. So Jonah, you ought to know that I’ve recently accepted that I—I have a drinking problem.” He hasn’t said that aloud to people outside the program very often; the words are still awkward for him. “Thanks in part to Vivienne, I’m in treatment. And she’s been putting in some friendship overtime, for which I’m profoundly grateful.”

Obviously Jonah’s taken aback, but he manages to nod. “ I’m glad to hear it.”

Geordie grins and nods toward me. “That your girl’s still your girl? Aye, but you’d better stop acting like an enormous git soon, or she’s likely to find someone better than either of us.”

“Hey.” I appreciate what Geordie’s trying to do, but this is going too far. “I already have a relationship counselor. Who is an actual licensed counselor.” Geordie holds up his hands in mock surrender.

Jonah says to him, “I meant, I’m glad to hear that you’re—that things are going better for you.”

“Thanks.” Geordie’s expression gentles slightly; I think this might be the first moment he’s liked Jonah at all.

Keiko hurries out in a fresh T-shirt and jeans, Geordie grabs his keychain, and the two of them hurry out to Phoenicia. As soon as the dead bolt clicks into place, Jonah says to me, “You could’ve told me that, you know. About Geordie.”

“I try to respect people’s privacy.” I hug myself, not caring about the multicolored ink stains transferring from my blue smock to my arms. “How are you, Jonah?”

He shrugs as he slides his hands into the pockets of his bomber jacket. “I’ve had better months.”

The master of understatement strikes again. “Do you feel safe? Are the police harassing you? What have your lawyers said?”

Jonah doesn’t quite meet my eyes. “I’m following legal advice. Although I’m not on a leave of absence from the university, I’m working from home for a while. Documenting my whereabouts via webcam and my phone camera. Other than that, there’s not much to do. Listen, that’s not what I wanted to talk about.”

So, he didn’t come here to unburden himself. The wall between us still stands. “What, then?”

“Where you’re living—I know you feel safe at your place, but it’s hardly secure. You don’t have a security system, or any neighbors close enough to hear if you called for help.”

You used to like that, I think but don’t say. “This is, what, you offering advice?”

“I can do better than advice.” Jonah takes a deep breath, then holds out an envelope.

Hesitantly I take it and open the flap. Inside is a Northstar Roadside Assistance membership in my name, a card for a limo service, another for some movers, and—“Jonah, is this a lease?”

“Another apartment building downtown, a few blocks from mine. Their security is even tighter; if I lived there, I wouldn’t be a suspect now. You’ll be completely secure. The movers have been prepaid for their services, including packing, so all you have to do is name the day. Since the lease is also prepaid for two years, you can keep sending rent checks to your landlords as long as necessary, until they let you out of your lease.”

I’m so agog I can’t even come up with words.

He continues laying it out, using the same demeanor his lawyers probably coached him to use with the police: unemotional, professional, and succinct. “I have an account with the limousine service; the number is written on the card. It would be better if you took that everywhere, but I realize you probably won’t, so—Northstar. Because you never got around to getting a roadside assistance service, did you?”

“No.” My mouth twists into an unpleasant smile. “So. These are my parting gifts? The payoff so you don’t have to feel guilty about leaving me?”

 Jonah’s eyes widen. He hadn’t even considered that, though on some level I suspect he recognizes it’s partly true. “I just want you to be safe. It’s been impossible to sleep, worrying about where you are, or what could be happening to you. When I think that you could be hurt . . . Christ, it drives me insane.” He’s almost pleading with me. “Don’t you see? This is the only way I can still take care of you.”

“No, it isn’t. You could take care of me the way I actually need you to take care of me—by being in my life, and loving me, and getting through this together.”

He turns his face away from me, and I realize he’s struggling for composure as hard as I am. Maybe harder. “I walked away for your sake, Vivienne; I couldn’t have done it for anything less. You’re the only one I’d suffer like this for. Nobody else, ever.”

“I don’t need your suffering, and I don’t need your guilty conscience. I need you.” I laugh, though my throat is so tight the sound comes out all wrong. “Jonah, when I look at this stuff, I realize you’re trying to protect me. That you still love me. You thought of everything, and for what’s in your heart, thank you. But I can’t accept the apartment, or the limo, or any of that.”

“Just for your own safety,” he insists. “Forget about me.”

As if I ever could. “You’re substituting control for love, Jonah. It’s a bad road to travel down. I won’t go that way, and you shouldn’t either. Besides—in this world, no one’s ever safe. Not really. Haven’t we both learned that by now?”

Jonah leans heavily against the nearest worktable; a ceramic cylinder filled with colored pencils rattles against the wood. “You won’t take any of it?”

I look down at the paperwork in my hands, extract the Northstar card, and put the rest back on the table in front of him. “I’ll pick up the membership when this year ends. Thanks for that.”

Wordless and resigned, he nods. After he tucks the envelope back in his pocket, he casts his eyes around the studio. We are surrounded by copies of the etching on his wall, in endless colors and variations. What must he think I’m doing? Maybe he believes I’m obsessed.

Jonah says only, “It haunts me too.”

Staring down at the Northstar card is easier than trying to meet his eyes. “Is it hard for you to look at the etching now?”

“Yes.”

“Have you taken it down?”

“No. I see it every day.” With that, Jonah walks out.

I follow him to the door only to lock it behind him. We do not say good-bye.





 Twenty-nine

By now, Kip no longer needs foundation and powder to cover any bruises on his face. His lips are fuller than usual, and redder, though he informs all of us in the fine arts department that this is due to Sephora lip plumper, which is a steal at the price. Certainly there’s no further sign of injury. Kip said he would never go back to Ryan, and it appears he’s told the truth.

But Kip’s sparkle hasn’t returned. He remains efficient, eerily well-informed, and as stylishly turned out as ever. Anyone who hadn’t met him before now would probably think he seemed cheerful. Only those of us closest to Kip can sense the weight he’s still carrying around.

The day after Jonah’s attempt at relocating my entire existence, I bring half a bag of leftover baklava and set it on his desk. “The delicious baklava can be yours, if you agree to have lunch with me today.”

Kip pauses in his typing. His fingernails look oddly naked without their polish. “Is this from Phoenicia Bakery or some other, lesser source of Greek pastries?”

“Phoenicia.”

“You know my weakness,” he sighs. It’s supposed to be a joke, but strikes too close to the bone. After a half second too long of silence, Kip continues, “Lunch, then. Twelve thirty?”

“Got it.”

With March come midterms and the resulting frenzy of student activity, so neither of us has a lot of free time in the middle of the day. This is how we wind up at the cafeteria, a place I feel sure neither of us has willingly eaten in at any point in the past four years. The pizza slices seem safest; once we’re at our plastic table, insulated by the hubbub of undergrads around us, all we have to do is use extra napkins to dab off the grease.

“Thank God I still have some of the baklava left,” Kip says as he tears the paper from his drinking straw. “Nothing less would ever get this taste out of my mouth.”

“It’s not that bad.” I take a bite of the pizza to prove my point. Of course, it’s not that good either, but I don’t want Kip to derail this whole lunch by bitching about the food. I swallow and venture, “How are you doing?”

“Oh, I’m fine. Taking some ‘me time.’ The men of Grindr will still be there when I return.” His green eyes study mine. “What about you?”

Never had it occurred to me that Kip might think he was the one who should be more worried. “I miss Jonah. I’m afraid for him. But I’m doing okay.”

“Is that all there is to it?” He raises an eyebrow.

These days, my ability to deal with bullshit is at an all-time low. “Basically, yeah. Because I’m being brief, but I’m being honest, which is more than I can say for you.”

Kip sets his pizza back down. He stares down at the table instead of meeting my eyes. “I’m done with Ryan. He’s done with me. But I still feel so fucking stupid.”

“You weren’t stupid! How could you have known?”

“When I met him at that bar? I couldn’t have. After he slapped me the first time? Which by the way was for complaining when he woke me up for sex. Yes. I could have known I was in a bad situation. I could’ve walked out the door with my pride. Instead I stuck around for a storyline straight out of Mary Worth. If Mary Worth had gay people in it.”

Is Mary Worth that comic strip with the meddling old lady? Not worth asking. I say only, “It’s easy to write stuff off, the first time. To think it’s—an aberration. An accident.” Or to tell yourself that the other person didn’t understand how you would feel, the way I decided, the morning after my rape, that Anthony must’ve thought I wanted to have sex with him.

“He’d had a bad night at the bar. A bunch of frat-boy shitheads got drunk, and one of them vomited in the john, and Ryan had to clean it up. Once we’d calmed down he said he’d just been relying so much on my comforting him when he got home. He had all this pent-up anger and didn’t mean to take it out on me.” Kip sing-songs this as he uses his straw to fitfully stir the ice cubes in his plastic cup of soda. “I believed that, because I wanted to.”

I remember how built Ryan is. The first time I saw him, I wondered whether he might be a bodybuilder. Even a slap from him would’ve hurt terribly—and this didn’t end with a slap. Kip could’ve been injured far worse if he hadn’t left when he did. “You got out in time.”

“Time for what? To rescue my dignity? Not quite.”

“You still have your dignity. Come on, Kip. You’re not the one who should feel ashamed. That’s Ryan.”

Kip shrugs and leans back in his plastic chair. Above us, wall-mounted monitors play a mixture of school announcements, music videos, and celebrity trivia—obviously designed to appeal to “youth” by some group of marketing executives. “What I’m ashamed of is not learning my lesson the first time.”

Never would I have imagined that someone as confident and in control as Kip could wind up in multiple abusive relationships. Never. And yet I have no doubt that’s what he’s just told me.

As I sit there in mute disbelief, Kip stares out at the sea of students eating, talking, and playing with their phones. “Oh, I’ve never been smacked around before,” he says, too carelessly. “But when I was young, I ran into a man lots of young gay guys run into. The one with plenty of money, plenty of charm, and plenty of secrets. He wants you, but he also wants you to stay hidden, and he knows just how to gild the cage.”

Admittedly I’ve never thought about this scenario much, but I instantly see how often it might arise. “I guess it’s tough being with someone closeted.”

“Not necessarily. Well, I mean, yes, ducking behind booths at restaurants gets old. So does pretending to be ‘roommates.’ That’s only trivia, though. Most of us go through that phase, honestly; sometimes it lasts months, sometimes decades. You understand it. What destroys the spirit is being thought of as someone’s dirty little secret.”

I never felt that way with Jonah, in the era when we told no one. But that’s the difference, of course—he was my secret as much as I was his.

For a moment I remember him whispering to me outside a downtown bar, threatening and promising to back me against a brick wall and take me then and there . . .

Kip’s voice brings me back to the here and now. “I got tangled up in that for a long time. When I escaped, I told myself, never again will I let anyone control me. But I did.”

“He didn’t control you,” I say. “You walked out. You drew a line.”

“I suppose.” He shrugs. “Nonetheless, as Austin Powers would say, my mojo is missing.”

“It’ll come back.” After a few moments, I venture, “This Christmas, when we were talking about Jonah—you said the hot ones always had a dark side. You were thinking about Ryan, and how he treated you.”

“It wasn’t an SOS signal. So don’t beat yourself up about it.” Kip probably needs to talk about this more, but he makes it clear he doesn’t intend to. “Can we talk about something less tiresome than our love lives? What else is going on with you?”

I’m creatively blocked and refusing extravagant gifts from my ex. “Well, let’s see. Uh, I’ve been playing matchmaker, but I don’t know whether it’s working.”

He perks up. Sometimes people need distraction more than introspection. “Really. Tell me, who are the two lucky people? Or if you’re trying to link up more than two people at a time, points to you for both polyamory acceptance and ambition.”

I blow the paper sleeve of my straw at him. “Carmen and Geordie always seemed to get along, and they’d been spending more time together, so . . .”

Kip snorts soda up his nose, then sputters and laughs until he can manage to speak again. “Carmen Ortiz and Geordie Hilton? Are you kidding me?”

Stung, I say, “They’re hanging out a lot these days!”

“Because babies have the same inexorable pull as black holes. Honestly, Vivienne. Those two have no chemistry. They have—anti-chemistry. Like matter and antimatter! If they touched, they’d explode.”

“I don’t think that’s real science.”

Kip ignores this. “You’d have better luck setting up Neil Patrick Harris and Ellen DeGeneres. At least those two have something in common.”

“Carmen and Geordie have plenty in common,” I insist. But—do they? Although they’ve always been friendly, and enjoy hanging out . . . Carmen loves silly comedy movies, while Geordie goes to see every pretentious foreign drama that exists. She’s politically almost conservative; Geordie will probably wind up in the Green Party. She’s an observant Catholic, he’s agnostic, he hopes to move back to Europe in a few years but she can hardly imagine living as far away as California—

And now I get why Kip is laughing. I’ve been fooling myself this whole time.

“Okay, maybe not.” My blush feels warm on my cheeks.

Kip actually has to wipe tears from his eyes. “Whatever gave you the idea? Did you experiment with hallucinogens? Take a blow to the head?”

“I thought I’d picked up on a vibe. Guess I was wrong.”

He puts his chin in his hand. “Remember how I said you hate conflict? Related issue—you often try to fix things that aren’t yours to fix. You probably thought one or the other was lonely, and your imagination folded reality like an origami swan to try and give them both a happy ending. But even origami doesn’t fold up that neatly.”

“I’ve been worried about Geordie,” I admit. Although we haven’t discussed Geordie’s recovery, I feel certain Kip knows the details. His omnipotence may be in doubt, but not his omniscience. “He needs all the love and care he can get.”

“Don’t we all?”

It was supposed to be a joke. But the last word catches in Kip’s throat, and for the next few minutes, every tall man I see could be Jonah. Is Jonah, in that initial, cruel folly of the mind.

•   •   •

That night neither Shay nor Carmen needs groceries, so I’m shopping alone for once. I make sure to run to the store well before dark. One pound of turkey, one loaf of bread that might go moldy before I finish it: Groceries for the single are slightly depressing.

 But hey. When you’re single, wine and cashews make a perfectly good dinner. So I’m just going to roll with that.

I get home just before twilight and cast an appraising glance up at the security lights. The sky hasn’t darkened enough for them to activate yet. Any second now—

The impact against my waist knocks the breath out of me, making me stumble. One of my grocery bags goes flying, plastic ripping against the stone walkway and scattering pasta on the pale spring grass. A branch, I think at first, dazed with surprise and distracted by the pain lancing through my skinned knee. From the bushes?

Then two hands stretch a cord across my throat, and I realize what’s happening.

“Walk into your house,” the Stalker says. “Don’t say a word.”

I remain kneeling on the stones for a second longer, paralyzed by a thousand colliding thoughts. Shit, oh shit, oh shit! Do I know that voice? I have to be dreaming this. Please don’t let him kill me. Not again! Don’t let this happen to me again! One idea begins to loom larger than all the rest. Get the pepper spray.

When I reach for my purse, though, the Stalker tightens the cord against my larynx. “Leave it.”

“The keys.” The words come out raspy. “I can’t open the door without the keys.”

He hesitates. “Let me see them.”

Will he recognize the tiny pink canister dangling from my keychain? Maybe. That just means I have to work fast.

I fumble in my leather hobo bag a second longer than necessary, not only finding the keys but also hooking my fingers into the pepper spray. He’s behind me, but on his feet while I’m still on my knees, so if I spray upward and back that might work, up and back, up and back—

Now! I spray the stuff overhead, and the cord slips away as he stumbles to the side, coughing. Instantly I lunge to my feet and run to the door, purse still dangling around one wrist. Please let him run for it, or be overcome just long enough for me to get on the other side of this door!

Key in lock, turn, push, turn, slam. That’s the plan, and I get as far as the second turn. But when I wheel around to shut the door, he barrels through it so hard he knocks me across my tiny kitchen. The small of my back hits the porcelain rim of my sink, and my head thuds against the cabinets. Dishes rattle, and he’s inside, the Stalker’s inside my house, and he’s closed the door behind him.

He’s big. Not that much taller than me, but bulky, like a football player. He’s wearing the most nondescript blue jeans and white T-shirt, plus a dark brown ski mask that barely covers his thick neck. Somehow his mouth and eyes are more horrifying glimpsed through that mask, as if the disguise reveals just how inhumanly gleeful they are. He has me where he wants me, and he likes it.

“Nobody’s getting in here,” he says. “So you better be nice to me.”

I do know that voice.

For one split second, despair closes over me, suffocates me. I’m trapped. I’m facing my worst nightmare yet again, and this time there’s no guarantee I’ll even walk away alive. The Stalker is stronger than me and we both know it.

But thanks to that self-defense class, I know something else too. I don’t have to be stronger than he is. I just have to be strong enough to hurt him.

And I am.

I had to let go of the pepper spray to grab the key. But I fumble with the keychain anyway, as if to get at it again. The Stalker lunges for that hand, as I knew he would. That leaves my left hand free to go for the wooden block next to the sink, the one where I store my knives. The cool plastic handle feels good in my hand, and then there’s the rasp of metal on wood as I pull the blade free.

 With one stroke I slash across the Stalker’s chest, tearing open his shirt and spraying a fine mist of hot blood across my hand and chest. I stab at him again, but he brings my arm down against the counter so hard that—in the first flush of pain—I think my wrist might be broken. I don’t care. I can still fight.

Quickly I swing my knee up into his groin; he doubles over and loses his grip on my left hand. Thank God I’m wearing high heels, because they call ’em stilettos for a reason. I stomp down on his foot as hard as I can, and I feel the seams of his cheap tennis shoes give away. He howls, a primitive baying sound that sends a chill through me.

By now the Stalker must be almost as desperate as I am. He sounds like an animal going in for the kill.

But I’m the one with the knife.

This time I don’t slash. I stab. He wheels out of the way, so the blade doesn’t go into his chest like I’d hoped—but the point sinks into his upper arm. His flesh resists more than I thought it would, but I push hard. Blood streams over my hands; I must’ve hit a vein.

The Stalker’s fist slams into the side of my face, so hard it knocks me into the cabinets. Dazed as I am, I don’t lose my grip on the knife. When the blade pulls free of his arm, the blood begins to gush from him in earnest. He grabs at the wound, and in that instant I know he’s not sure whether to continue the attack or get the hell out.

That instant is the one I need to let go of the knife, and grab my marble cookie jar with both hands. With all my strength I swing it upward and smash it into his jaw. My reward is a scream, and the sound of splintering bone, and the sight of him sagging against the wall, then sliding onto the floor, semiconscious.

Blood makes my fingers slippery, but I’m able to open the door and I see my phone lying on the welcome mat where it must’ve fallen from my purse. “Somebody help!” I shriek as I dial 911. I’m in the doorway now, neither in nor out, able to be heard and seen without taking my eyes off my attacker. Across the street, I see someone come to their window; I’ve drawn attention.

Through the phone come the tinny words: “Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

“A man broke into my apartment. Ski mask. The Stalker. He’s down.” I’m panting so hard, I’m not sure the woman on the other end of the line has heard me. “I’ve got him down. The police need to get here, now.”

“Down?”

Are people stupid or am I just too out of it to understand? “The Stalker tried to rape me! I beat the shit out of him! Will you come arrest him already?”

“Give me your name and address?”

I do. By now the middle-aged man who lives across the street is headed this way with a fireplace poker in his hands; I wave him over, then lean in quickly to grab my keys and pepper spray, which lie on the floor atop my purse. The Stalker has pushed his way into a seated position, but he seems unable to get to his feet. Good.

The 911 operator says, “You believe your attacker is the Austin Stalker?”

“I think so. What I know is that his name is Mack.”

Mack startles. He hadn’t realized I’d caught on.

“I think his last name is Lahane. He roomed with a friend of mine a couple years ago.” Shay lived in the same apartment complex as one of the victims last year; Mack would’ve been Arturo’s roommate then, would’ve ridden over there with him several times. And through my friendship with Carmen, Mack spotted me. I bet none of the attacks were random; he’s had his eyes on all of us for a long time. “He drives a pickup truck. White. It should be parked near here.”

“We’re on our way.” I hear the operator typing. Right now everything I’m saying is probably being filed under “allegations.” The proof will come soon enough.

 As I remain on the line, tasting blood from the cuts in my mouth, Mack says, “How’d you—”

“I recognized your voice. And your thick fucking neck. I always thought you looked like a canned ham in a shirt.”

The ski mask doesn’t disguise Mack’s sneer. Even with him lying at my feet, bloody from my attack, the hatred in his voice gives me the shivers. “I know about you. I heard what Geordie said at the party. You fucking wanted this.”

“I think your knife wounds prove I didn’t want it—ever—you piece of shit.” Slumping against the door in relief, I welcome the approaching footsteps of my first rescuer, and the distant wail of police sirens.

Unconvinced, Mack says, “I thought we were going to have some fun.”

“I’m having fun right now, Mack.”

And somehow it’s true. I beat the shit out of my attacker and I fucking loved it. This might just be the most fun I’ve ever had.

Either this is the best day of my life, or I’ve finally cracked.
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Good Cop and Bad Cop were wary at first. I’d provided Jonah with an alibi for two of the Stalker’s earlier attacks; was this only my next attempt to cover for him, by framing an innocent man?

But even they couldn’t ignore the bleeding guy in a ski mask lying on my floor, and when they found duct tape and some belongings from the other victims in his trunk, they became believers. Mack asked for a lawyer. I don’t have to see him again.

At the hospital, as a doctor shines a light in one of my eyes, then the other, Good Cop shakes his head. “It’s just a hell of a coincidence. You knowing the guy and our other suspect.”

“College towns, I guess.”

The thing is—it’s not a coincidence at all. Mack was at the party where Geordie blurted out my rape fantasy; so was Jonah. They each heard it. Jonah came to me and asked to fulfill my fantasy in a way that would make me feel both safe and satisfied. Mack stored it in his head along with all the other twisted visions of what he wanted to do to unwilling women, and targeted me for later. Every single woman he attacked is one he had encountered in the past few years.

Did I push Mack over the edge? When he heard about my fantasy at the party, did it give him ideas? My logic rejects this almost instantly; the fuse that led Mack to explode would’ve been a long one, lit before I ever met him. Yet this goes deeper than logic. I’m still fighting to reconcile everything that happened tonight, everything I felt.

Always, because of my fantasy, I’ve questioned myself at the deepest level. Why would I wish for something so hurtful? Would I desire someone who really tried to harm me? That was the part that haunted me the night I met Jonah. Well, now I have the answer: No. I wouldn’t desire that. I would in fact beat the living hell out of anyone who attempted it.

Or I would’ve tried. Mack had only attacked three other women, ever, none of whom had my self-defense training. If he’d been more experienced, or caught up with me at a weaker moment, this might not have ended as well.

“You don’t show signs of a concussion, but the blow to the head—we’ll want to keep tabs on you.” The doctor begins taking notes on a clipboard.

“I don’t want to stay in the hospital,” I plead. “Please. I want to go—”

Where? Home? Blood will still be drying on my floor. Tonight I feel like I can’t deal with that gore, even if it is proof of my victory.

The doctor doesn’t look up from her notes. “Any nausea or dizziness? Vomiting?”

“No.” My guts feel as if they’re churning, but that’s not physical. I can tell it’s emotional.

“Okay. If you develop those symptoms—or any visual changes, even a headache, you need to get back in here ASAP. Otherwise—you’re good to go as soon as we bandage that knee.” The doctor finally looks up, her smile uncertain. “Would you like to speak with a counselor?”

“I have a therapist. I’ll talk with her soon.” However, I haven’t texted Doreen yet. I only called Carmen and told her the basics; she’s supposed to be taking care of everything else. She’ll have to break it to Arturo that his former roommate, a guy he trusted, is the Stalker. God, that’s going to kill him . . .

Why are you worrying about Arturo? You’re the one with a black eye and blood drying under your fingernails! But my brain and my heart are still spinning, jumbled, unable to decide what to think and how to feel.

Bad Cop leans his head around the ER curtain. “Hey, we got news media out front. Somebody needs to stall them.”

“Like hell,” I snap. “Somebody in your department leaked the name of an innocent man. The least you can do is clear Jonah Marks at the first possible opportunity, which is this second.”

Good Cop and Bad Cop look at each other, mumble sheepish good-byes, and walk out of this examination area, hopefully out of my life. The doctor pats my shoulder and asks me to hold on for someone to bandage my knee, then goes on her way, leaving me alone.

I shift position on this table, paper crinkling beneath me. Blood spatter stains my skirt and sweater so heavily it will never come out. Should I burn these clothes or frame them? My tongue searches for the tiny cuts in my mouth, even though they sting. With filthy hands I fish around in my purse and grab my phone. Through the blood smears on the screen I see texts scrolling all the way down my screen.

From Carmen: Are you okay? Are you upset? What am I saying, of course you’re upset. Holy shit, I can’t believe it was Mack!

From Shay: Come stay with us tonight, please, we’ll feel so much better if you’re not on your own. We love you.

From Arturo: If that motherfucker makes bail I’m gonna kill him myself. V, I’m so sorry I brought that guy into your life. I never saw it.

From Kip: Hail the conquering heroine! My God, you’re like Sarah Connor and Sydney Bristow and Michonne all wrapped into one! You’re FURIOSA!

 From Geordie: It’s over, OK? It’s all over. Be proud of yourself, luv. Let me know whatever you need.

There are a handful of other texts from people I don’t know as well, including some I feel sure Carmen wouldn’t have reached out to. News is spreading fast, then. If there are news crews in front of the hospital, they’ve probably staked out my house as well. Another reason not to go home.

But I see no message from the person I wanted most.

It hasn’t been an hour, I remind myself. Just keep moving.

Simple, concrete tasks would be best right now. Okay, wherever I sleep tonight, I’ll need clothes and toiletries, and I don’t want to go back into the house even to pack a bag—not until daylight. Is Target open this late? I could ask Geordie or Carmen to swing by, pick up a couple basic things . . .

In the hallway, someone official-sounding says, “Excuse me, are you cleared to go in there?” I look up just in time to see Jonah pull back the curtain.

His eyes search my bruised, ragged form, but it’s like he’s the one bleeding. His fist tightens around the hospital curtain; his face goes pale. Behind him appears an intern, ready to pull the intruder away. I find my voice. “It’s okay. He’s here for me.”

The intern shrugs and walks off. Jonah steps inside, just far enough for the curtain to swing back into place behind him, but says nothing.

Instead he lowers himself, carefully, onto a chair near the examination table. His entire posture has altered—shoulders down, head ducked—and I realize he’s making himself smaller. Taking a position beneath me. He sees that I’ve been hurt; always, before, he’s responded to that by protecting me. Sometimes to the point of trying to control me. Now this powerful man is folding himself double to make me feel strong.

And I do. Tonight I proved to myself and to Jonah that I truly am strong enough to stand alone.

 “It’s all right.” The rasp in my voice makes it sound like I’ve been awake for days. “He didn’t hurt me.”

“Your eye.” Jonah lifts one hand, as if to touch the side of my face, where the swelling is already tender. But he stops himself long before we make contact, unwilling to force even the gentlest touch.

My puffy lip twinges as I give him a crooked smile. “Hey, you should see the other guy.”

“Vivienne—”

I can hear every word he’s going to say: the apologies for not knowing what Mack really was, the praise for my courage, and none of it matters. The only thing that matters is that he’s here.

So I slide off the examination table and into his lap, his arms around me and his face next to mine. Jonah kisses my forehead and my cheeks, swiftly and fiercely, yet careful even now not to cause any further pain. When I rest my head on his shoulder, I exhale, and the swirling dark tumult inside me falls still. The pent-up tension of the last hours—the days without Jonah, the months of the Stalker’s attacks—finally it all melts away. Only now does the Stalker’s attack truly end.

“I left you when you needed me,” he says.

“No. You came back when I needed you.” This is the only truth I care about any longer.

When they show up with bandages for my knee, I’m still in Jonah’s embrace. I never want to leave.

•   •   •

This isn’t the day of the week when Doreen and I usually meet, but she makes exceptions for emergencies. This more than qualifies.

“You could be a media darling, you know.” Doreen is teasing me; she knows there’s nothing I’d hate more. “The woman who took down the Stalker. The avenger. That could get you the cover of People magazine, if Jennifer Aniston doesn’t finally get married this week.”

I make a face. “My life is weird enough already, thanks.”

Although some reporters camped out in front of my place last night—according to Carmen, who did a drive-by—they’ve focused anew on Mack this morning. On TV and radio are the usual clips of old fraternity brothers and neighbors saying they never suspected a thing. Even some national news outlets have picked up the story, but without any information about the woman who finally fought him off, they don’t have much to go on. Later today, a political scandal or celebrity divorce will knock this off the national radar. Austin will talk about it longer, but in college towns, it only takes a semester or two for memories to fade.

From the town. Not from the first three women Mack targeted. They’ll endure the scars forever. But maybe today they at least feel a little safer.

The only good thing about the media flurry is that it definitely confirms Jonah’s innocence. This morning the department head e-mailed about a meeting, which will no doubt involve the end of Jonah’s informal exile from his university offices and hopefully an apology too. Jonah says he doesn’t want apologies; he wants to get back to work on the latest data from Japan. Deep within that hot exterior, there’s a science nerd trying to get out. I’m just glad he’s been vindicated at last.

“How are you feeling?” Doreen says. “Usually I don’t have to ask that question, but you’ve been dodging it today. Any idea why?”

“Because—I’m not sure how I’m feeling.” I struggle for the right words. “Last night, I stayed over at Jonah’s. And I was so happy. Completely at peace. Like the rest didn’t matter as long as we were together.”

“Is that the only reason you found peace?”

 “No.” Which I didn’t fully realize until she asked me. “I faced my worst nightmare and I won. That was . . . incredible.”

“Why did you win, do you think?” Doreen asks.

“Because attackers expect you to try to get away. They don’t expect you to turn on them.” But that’s only a partial answer, isn’t it?

Doreen studies my face, no doubt sensing my inner confusion, but waits it out. Her silence often clarifies things for me faster than anything else.

“Partly it’s just luck,” I finally say. “I was older and stronger than I was the first time someone attacked me. Mack didn’t have a gun. I wasn’t sick, or injured. He came after me at home, where I knew my surroundings. Neighbors were around. What happened to me when I was fourteen prepared me for the reality of what he was trying to do. All of that. It helps.”

As much as I’d like to believe I’m some sort of superheroine, I need to remember that chance plays a role. Rape is all about stealing our power to control our own bodies and fates. Strong women are raped every single day. Men too, as little as we admit it. My escape doesn’t prove I am better, smarter, or more virtuous than the ones who didn’t get away. It’s not a merit badge from God.

“Okay, it’s good to acknowledge that,” Doreen agrees. “But I want you to give yourself your due. You drew from a kind of strength you worked hard to build for years. Mack tried to take away your control. You took it back.”

That’s when it hits me. I don’t know if this is what Doreen was leading toward—whether she herself even realizes it—but finally, I do.

My rape fantasies helped me.

The fantasy is the exact opposite of rape. When Anthony pushed me down on that couch, he controlled everything; I controlled nothing, not even my own body. But when I’m fantasizing inside my own mind, I have absolute control. By taking the scenario that frightened and hurt me the most, and owning it, I was reasserting my own power.

And with Jonah—even at his most brutal moments, he has always, always respected my boundaries. He has frightened me, dominated me, made me ache and weep. But I’ve always known beyond the tiniest sliver of doubt that all I had to do to stop one of our games was say the word silver. I control him as much as he controls me. With his help, and his love, I mastered my nightmares.

All these years, I’ve beaten myself up for my rape fantasies. Told myself I was sick or strange. I’ve carried around this tremendous weight of shame. No longer. Never again.

I lift my chin as I say to Doreen, “It wasn’t about taking back my power. It was about realizing I’d had the power all along.”
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A few days later, Jonah and I return to our favorite hotel lobby bar for a new round of negotiations.

The outfit is more casual this time: black maxi skirt, heather-gray tank, cropped denim jacket. No jewelry except the sapphire earrings Jonah gave me for Christmas—paired with this outfit, they’ll be written off as costume jewelry by anyone who notices. They could be, for all it matters; Jonah gave them to me, so they’d be precious to me whether they were rhinestones or the crown jewels. My hair hangs loose, which disguises the remaining bruises near my eyes.

(When I left the department office today for my “hot date,” Kip wordlessly gave me a concealer stick to cover the remaining shadows. When I tried to return it, he told me he wouldn’t be needing it any longer.)

Jonah’s as comfortably dressed as I am—jeans, long-sleeved black tee—but his expression is wary. He’s more uncertain about our next moves, but that’s okay. I’m sure enough for both of us.

After the bartender has vanished, leaving behind two glasses of pinot noir, it’s time to begin. “Okay,” I say. “The first thing I want to say is—I don’t want to give up our games. But it’s not only up to me.”

 “You said the role-playing helped you,” he admits. We already discussed the revelation I had in my last session with Doreen, so he’s had some time to process this. But Jonah remains wary. “Maybe there are ways it helped me too. I think we need new limits, but . . . I’m willing to consider the possibilities.”

“Thank you.” I squeeze his hand. “There’s one main thing I want to change, Jonah. I don’t want the games to be the only kind of sex we share. It seems like that’s healthier for you, and besides, I don’t want that to be the one way I can find pleasure.”

“I want that for you too. How do we get there?” His expression is rueful. “It didn’t work so well the last time we tried.”

“No, it didn’t. But the way we handled it put a lot of pressure on me to respond or else. I should’ve been clearer with you from the beginning. Let’s just—hang out for a while, okay? Play around in bed. Make me feel good, and don’t worry if it doesn’t get me off.”

Jonah sighs. “That’s the exact opposite of how good sex is supposed to work.”

“Not for us. Not for now.” I lean closer and playfully whisper, “You know it still feels really good even if I don’t come, right?”

“Right. I just wish—” But he stops himself. Jonah is accepting that we can’t beat ourselves up about our progress, or the lack of it. We have to take each other as we are. “I won’t worry. I promise.”

“Good. Because what I need is time to explore. To find out what else might work for me. When I know that, we can go back to the games—but for now, I want to take a little time for discovery. What do you want?”

“The rougher scenarios—like the cabin, or what happened at Redgrave House—I can’t go there again, Vivienne. I just can’t.”

“Okay.” I’ll miss those, but I’ve still got my memories and my imagination.

He continues, “But some of the games, I think I could still handle. The stuff that’s less violent, more—coercive. Where the roles are more clearly fictional.”

I think I understand what he’s talking about; we’ll definitely be able to figure it out when the time comes. “If that works for you, it works for me.”

“And it’s not like we can’t try a few new tricks along the way.” He brushes his fingers through my hair. The flickering light from the nearby fireplace burnishes his skin, darkens his gray eyes. “I was thinking—I only used a vibrator on you once. You liked that.”

“A lot.” The memory brings a blush to my cheeks, even with Jonah. That was the first time I ever experienced anal sex, and with the vibrator I wound up coming repeatedly, hard, so much so that it was one of the greatest sexual experiences of my life. “Yeah, we could try that again.”

“Maybe some other toys too. You don’t have anything except that ludicrous pink thing Geordie gave you. High time we changed that.”

He refers to Geordie’s past role in my life without any sign of jealousy. While I think he’s still getting used to our closeness as friends, Jonah understands that relationship better now.

“Other toys?” I’m not an idiot—I know what’s out there—but I want to hear exactly what appeals to Jonah’s imagination. “Like what?”

Jonah’s fierce smile sends the usual thrill through me. “Let me surprise you.”

“Hmm. I like surprises.”

“I know you do,” he murmurs, drawing me close again. The soft R&B music playing in the bar flows around us, and I sigh in anticipation.

But there’s no rush. We have to get used to taking our time.

“There are other games we could try too,” I suggest. “Other kinds of domination, or other power fantasies?”

 “What, like a French maid thing?” Jonah raises an eyebrow.

I laugh. “If you think that’s hot, sure.”

I expect to hear him scoff, but he doesn’t. Maybe he’s unwilling to rule anything out at this stage. Or who knows? Maybe he actually likes the idea of me in a French maid outfit. Interesting. “I find you hot in pretty much anything. Or out of it.”

“Then feel free to come up with some possibilities.” Does he have a lingerie fetish, or could I inspire one? Would being wrapped in all that silk and lace do something for me? Or maybe a corset . . . “While I’m still learning to get there—I kind of don’t care what we try, you know? As long as it works, and it’s good for both of us.”

“Okay,” he says. “I can see that. Let me think of a few suggestions.”

I can’t wait to hear this, but I also want to give him plenty of time to consider the options. Jonah’s been so endlessly inventive with our games so far; who knows what he might come up with when we expand the playing field?

That line of thought has me so titillated that I decide we’d better talk about something less sexy, before I start drooling on the man in public. “Um—you know, Jonah, I wanted to ask—I’ve been feeling so guilty—were you able to get a refund on that apartment?”

He laughs. “No. So I turned it into a ‘scholarship,’ gifted it to a student and her husband who were having serious financial troubles. Anjali and Arun are moving in next weekend.”

“Next best thing, I guess.” Better, really. Jonah and I maintain the independence I still need, while two people in genuine need get to enjoy a great place to live and some peace of mind. “And did you ever get around to calling Carter and letting him know he has absolutely nothing to hold over you any longer?”

“Didn’t bother. Talking to Carter always ruins my day. I let Maddox share the news—he’ll enjoy it more, anyway. By the way, Maddox wants us to come back to Chicago around spring break. Says this time he’ll throw us a real party.”

“Spring break? Will it be above freezing yet in Chicago?”

Jonah grimaces. “Maybe?”

“You know, I think summertime would be perfect for a trip to Chicago.” I trace the line of Jonah’s shoulder, the slant of his throat. “For spring break, how about—the mountains? Tennessee, or maybe Colorado. Someplace where we can nest in a little cabin and look at the beautiful scenery and make love in the woods.”

“Remind me to let you plan all my future vacations.”

“Got it.”

We grin at each other, relieved and happy almost to the point of silliness. But the intensity swiftly returns to Jonah’s gaze. “Speaking of making love—”

My breath catches. “Yeah?”

“Let’s go back to my apartment,” he whispers. “Take a little time for discovery. No games. Just fun.”

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel some uncertainty. If I didn’t hope for some magical sexual recovery that grants me multiple orgasms on demand. But mostly I feel hopeful, and happy, and sure that Jonah and I are finally on the right path. With a smile, I say, “Let’s get out of here.”

•   •   •

Jonah and I work together to get my clothes off. Muscles are still sore; bruises still linger. He’s gentle as he removes my jacket, and lifts up my legs, one by one, to slip off my shoes. I have to take it slow as I peel off my tank top, because otherwise my arm will twinge terribly, but the good side of it is that I get to show off for Jonah. To know that he’s watching the swell of my newly exposed breasts, barely contained by the creamy white lace bra. As soon as I tug it free of my arms and toss it aside on his bed, Jonah grabs me at the waist and bends to plant a kiss in the hollow between my breasts. I respond by lying back and arching my hips, silently urging him to slide my skirt down my hips—which he does.

He kisses me again on the soft flesh just below my navel, then steps back to start stripping in turn—though much more urgently. Yet his voice remains laconic as he says, “I’d like to shower. Want to join me?”

“Absolutely.”

As much as I love my little house, I do not love the tacky plastic bath-and-shower stall inside its tiny bathroom. Jonah’s shower, meanwhile, is the latest in luxury—marble tiles, a walk-in two-head shower, and a simply carved teak mat just above the drain. The other times I’ve stayed over here, I’ve indulged with soaks in his equally enviable stone bathtub. So I’m overdue for a turn in this shower . . .

I take a moment to admire the sculpted lines of Jonah’s naked body as he steps in and think, So, so overdue.

He turns the knobs until gentle twin streams of steaming water begin to spray, then holds his hand out to me in invitation. I step into the mist and into his embrace.

Our lips meet as Jonah pulls me near. Rivulets of water flow between my breasts while I snuggle closer to his chest. His broad hand strokes my belly, then cups my ass to bring me even closer. I feel his semi-erect cock stir against my upper thigh, and I laugh into his kiss.

“You said you were going to be patient.” I grab his ass too, squeezing to relish the firmness of his muscles. “You don’t feel patient.”

“The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” He keeps pressing kisses against my forehead and throat.

“Weakness is not your problem,” I insist, taking his cock in one hand.

 Jonah whispers, “Fuck.” Although he half turns, as if to stop me, he doesn’t go far enough. Not that I’d let him get away if he did.

Just because I might not have an orgasm for a while doesn’t mean Jonah has to be deprived too.

Slowly I start working him with my hand, using the flowing water to slick every touch. My thumb runs around the sensitive head, teases the slit; I chuckle softly as I’m rewarded with the first drops of pre-come. Jonah groans as I start with my other hand too. That lets me cover almost the length of his shaft, to feel just how thick he is, to relish every ridge and vein.

“Wait,” he says hoarsely, and then his fingers find me too.

My first impulse is to tense up. I don’t know if I can come like this, I don’t think I even want to try yet! But then I breathe out and force myself to relax. Jonah’s thumb begins making circles around my clit, a touch so deliciously tantalizing that I can enjoy it even if it leads nowhere.

Jonah, however—I’m leading him straight to the brink.

We kiss again, open mouthed and sloppy, as we each quicken our movements. Little sparks of pleasure ignite inside me as Jonah works—never enough to start a fire, but more than enough to provide a warm glow. His other hand strokes my back, palms one of my breasts, and then cups the back of my head to hold me in place as he kisses me deeper. I go on tiptoe, inviting him to slide even lower with those long fingers of his. They’d feel so good inside me.

Just before I pull back to tell him so explicitly, Jonah gasps. More pre-come flows onto my fingers only to be washed away in an instant. But he’s close now. Really close. And there are few things I enjoy more than watching Jonah come.

“Back up,” I whisper. He’s in no mood to argue. Instead he lets me back him against the tile wall. Jonah breathes in sharply as I start pumping him with my fist; his ab muscles flex with every desperate exhalation. I want to watch the dark head of his cock sliding in and out of my closed hand, but I can’t tear my eyes from the sight of his face—skin beaded with water, mouth open, eyes screwed shut as the sensation overtakes him . . .

“I’m gonna come,” he gasps.

“Come for me, baby.”

“But—on you—”

I realize, suddenly, that it will be okay. Never could it have been all right with anybody else, but tonight I can say, “It’s all right. Do it. I want you to.”

Jonah cries out, long and ragged, as he comes. He spatters all over my hand and my belly, hot and thick for the split second it takes for the shower to rinse it down my body. The sight isn’t erotic for me, but it doesn’t turn me off the way I always thought it would. Seeing Jonah shudder in his throes is hot enough to eclipse the rest. I work him all the way through it, every last spasm, every last drop. Finally he slumps forward, leaning on me so hard I almost have to hold him up as we kiss again.

When our lips part, I can’t stop smiling. “Good?”

“God, yes.” He brushes my damp hair away from my face. “Will you—Vivienne, let me try—”

“No.” I have to be firm about this. “We can go to bed. We can play around. You can keep touching me, because it feels completely fantastic. But don’t try anything tonight that’s mostly about getting me off.”

Jonah laughs, disbelieving but willing to go with it. “You don’t want to come?”

“Of course I do. But—it’s a marathon, not a sprint. We’re not dashing for the finish line tonight. This is more like a quick practice run on the treadmill.”

“Please, stop with the metaphor.”

 That makes me giggle. “Okay. No more metaphors, I promise.”

“And no more sprints. Let’s just go to bed and have a good time, okay?”

“Okay,” I whisper, and my reward is yet another kiss.

•   •   •

The next morning, I am awakened by Jonah rising to make us breakfast—but only barely. After he kisses my naked shoulder, he pads into the kitchen to get started on our omelets, and I drift into a pleasant, half-conscious haze where I possess no thoughts. No worries. Only the softness of Jonah’s sheets around me, and the distant, delicious smells of food.

At the moment when I might nod off again, my phone chimes. My eyes open as I realize the sound is Chloe’s ringtone.

We haven’t spoken since the Templars ball. Nor have I felt any desire to talk to her. My name never appeared in the media stories about the Stalker’s capture, so nobody in New Orleans ever learned about my escape. (Well, besides Liz, but I told her myself, and she’s under strict orders not to inform absolutely anyone else.) So why would Chloe be calling me?

Dad, I think, and I grab the phone. “Chloe?”

“Hello, Vivienne.” Her voice is coolly polite. “I would’ve thought you’d be in class by now.”

So she was hoping to get my voice mail. Not surprising. “My first class isn’t until the afternoon. Is Dad okay?”

“What? Of course he is.”

Chloe sounds offended I even asked. Both my sister and my mother have settled into a state of denial where my father’s cardiac arrest and subsequent open-heart surgery were no more than mere inconveniences. Dad likes that state of affairs, because it lets him eat and drink the way he likes. I’d change this about him if I could, but I can’t. Maybe Chloe and Mom are smarter with their denial than I am with my resignation.

I’m relieved to hear my father’s doing well, but that raises the question of why Chloe would call. “So, what’s up?”

“Well, it won’t be long before Easter. Mom wants to know if you’ll come home this year. Not that you’ve ever made much of a point of coming home for Easter before, but for some reason, she’s highly interested to know your plans.”

This means that my mother hopes I’ll bring Jonah, under her apparently unshakable belief that shared family holidays have the power to bring about a speedy marriage proposal. “I’m not coming home for Easter,” I say. “It overlaps our spring break. Jonah and I want to head out west for the week, maybe visit the mountains.”

Chloe, who views the outdoors as something to be avoided at all costs, merely sniffs. “Just as well. We wouldn’t have had much room, since Anthony and I are hosting the lunch at our place—and, of course, I’m hoping we’ll build an addition with a larger formal dining room, but for now space is limited—”

She keeps going on and on about home renovation plans, knowing full well that I don’t care. She probably even understands I can hardly hear her anymore. Instead I am overcome by the dawning horror of the realization that Chloe and Anthony have reconciled.

My rapist has rejoined the family. Probably for good. I will never be rid of Anthony Whedon, never in my entire life.

“—though of course Libby always gets so excited about the Easter egg hunt.” Chloe laughs, almost fondly. “It’s a pity you’ve never bothered to come for Easter. You’d enjoy watching her.”

“I bet she’s adorable.” My voice sounds hollow. I push myself into a seated position, holding the sheets against my bare chest. Jonah’s bed feels like an island where I float far away from the rest of the world.

“We got her the prettiest dress! Yellow cotton, smocked—did I tell you?” As if we’ve spoken once since she tried to jump Jonah’s bones.

I wonder what Anthony would say if he knew about that? Well, I’ll have to keep wondering. To tell him, I’d have to speak to him, something I intend to avoid even more than I did before.

“You’ll have to send me pictures,” I say.

Chloe pauses. She’s baited so many hooks for me in this conversation. By now you’d think she’d have caught on that I know better than to bite. Still, her disappointment is all too obvious. “I suppose so. Well, you probably need to get to work.”

“Yeah. Talk to you later.” I hang up without waiting for her good-bye, and bury my face in my hand.

By the time Jonah walks in a couple minutes later, my breakfast-in-bed on a tray, I’ve dried my few tears. But he stops in his tracks. “What’s wrong?”

“Chloe took Anthony back.”

“Christ.” In three swift strides, Jonah is beside me, carefully nestling the tray at my feet as he gathers me into his arms. His terry-cloth robe is soft against my cheek, and the warm scent of his skin reassuring on a deep, wordless level.

“I should’ve known,” I say as I snuggle deeper into his embrace. “She’d never give up the status, much less the meal ticket.”

“Is she that shallow?”

“Maybe.”

Not entirely, though. Chloe may have chosen to believe Anthony over me, but she does believe him. She thinks he’s telling the truth, that he and I willingly slept together as teens. Who would wreck their marriage over a one-night “mistake” more than a decade in the past, years before the wedding day? Besides, Chloe truly does dote on Libby, and watching her little girl miss her daddy would’ve been difficult.

It doesn’t excuse her blindness to what Anthony’s done, or her lack of belief in me. But it does make me recognize that Chloe’s not just a spoiled rich-bitch. She’s screwed-up in her own way, by the same weird parenting I grew up with too. Maybe if Anthony hadn’t victimized me, I would’ve grown up not so terribly different from her.

No. I won’t believe that. I refuse to feel grateful for what happened to me on any level.

But I can’t write Chloe off so easily.

“I pretended for so long,” I say, leaning back against the headboard. Jonah takes hold of my hands. “I sat across the table from Anthony at all those family holidays, and I can’t do it anymore.”

“You don’t have to. If we go to your family’s, I’ll run interference. If not, you always have somewhere else to be. You’ll always be with someone who loves you.”

My smile is crooked. “I don’t think I can go that often. But that means letting Libby slip away.”

I have to choke back a sob. The little song she sang to me, the one I still have in my voice mail, plays softly in my memory: “Happy birthday, Aunt Vivi—”

“Hey,” Jonah says, wiping away one escaped tear with his thumb. “That little girl adores you. She’s not going to forget you. Even if you’re not as close to her as you’d like the next few years, you have to trust her. Libby’s intelligent. She has a big heart. Sooner or later, she’s going to find her way back to you.”

Is he right? I hope so. Still, I know our relationship is about to take damage that will never be fully healed.

Then I think of what Geordie said to me not so long ago: Nobody ever gets better for good. We can only take one day at a time, doing the best we can. Damaged is the natural state of most relationships in this world, and every single person alive.

We just learn how to keep going anyway.

 “Do you really believe Libby will come back someday?” I say, as Jonah settles the breakfast tray in front of me.

He brushes his hand through my rumpled hair. “It doesn’t matter whether I believe it. It only matters that you do.”

And to my surprise, I realize—I do believe it. Or I want to. For now, that’s enough.
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A few weeks later, the entire city of Austin goes completely, totally insane—just like it does this time every year. We have our bats, our live music in grocery stores, our nude bike rides, and all the rest, but absolutely nothing electrifies this town like South by Southwest.

SXSW began as a small music festival a couple decades ago and has since exploded, turning into one of the biggest showcases in entertainment. Although movies dominate the entertainment schedule, highly anticipated TV pilots air here as well, and major musical stars sometimes show up in random nightspots, ready to perform new singles a few days before they drop. Downtown Austin turns into a crush of celebrities, wannabes and sightseers. Paparazzi appear on random street corners. It’s partly a pain in the ass—seriously, you do not want to try to drive downtown in that mess. But it’s mostly incredibly fun.

“Fresh sightings news!” Kip crows as I walk out of my office. He’s back to his old self, organizing his annual SXSW celebrity road map. “I can hereby confirm that Solange, lesser of the two Knowles, is attending the next showing at the Drafthouse, and reliable sources indicate that Lucy Liu has just strolled into BookPeople.”

“You’re sending out the e-mails, right?”

“E-mail, please,” Kip scoffs. “You and all the others are on my MMS list, which means you’ll be texted an updated version of the map on the hour.”

“How many subscribers do you have this year?”

He smiles in satisfaction. “Let’s just say certain global wire photo services have joined the fray.”

I can’t help laughing as I tug on my navy blue peacoat. “You should start charging for this, you know.”

“My payment comes in the form of gratitude, a currency far more valuable than most.” Kip leans across his desk and steeples his hands together; he’s finally given himself a fresh manicure, this one in glittery gold. I’m not fool enough to believe he’s completely over the train wreck of his love affair with Ryan—but the recovery has definitely begun. “So whom will you be stalking this evening? Lupita Nyong’o? James McAvoy? Or maybe even Brad Pitt? Though the Brad sighting is not confirmed, so don’t start hyperventilating yet.”

“None of the above,” I admit, buckling my leather portfolio case. “Jonah and I are taking tonight off from South by Southwest.”

Kip’s jaw drops. “Are you kidding? With that apartment of his, you’re in prime position for star-spotting! I was even hoping you could check on the Sandra Bullock reports for me.”

“Not tonight. One of my art projects has been on the back burner too long. Time I got back to work.”

“Art projects?” This earns me a frown from Kip. “But Jonah’s helping you? I thought he stuck to tremors, of either the seismic or erotic variety.”

“Let’s call him my muse.” I head for the door with a smile. “But tomorrow? I’ll be your eyes and ears downtown, all day.”

 “You’d better,” Kip calls as I leave. “Because rumor has it Taylor Swift just flew in, and if I don’t get her? My list’s reputation will be ruined!”

•   •   •

“Is the studio always this quiet?” Jonah says as we walk inside. He slides shut the dead bolt as I flip on the lights. “Before it was only three people; now it’s just you and me.”

“Usually it’s a lot busier. Sometimes there’s a sculptor in one corner, a potter in another, and four different sketch artists working while I make my prints. But I figured South by Southwest would clear everyone out, as usual.”

Jonah hangs his leather jacket up beside my coat as I head into the bathroom to change into my work clothes—leggings and a loose, stained smock in case I want to work with some inks later. Through the door he calls, “It must be easier to work when you’re alone.”

“Most of the time. But not tonight.” I emerge from the bathroom and gesture toward a nearby chair. “Take a seat, sir.”

He gives me a bemused look. “You said you needed my help. I thought I’d be—moving equipment around, carrying supplies, something like that.”

I pretend to be intrigued. “I like how you think. But tonight? All I need you to do is pose.”

“‘Pose’?”

Once again, I point to the tall chair in front of the worktables. “A few months ago, after we got back together, I decided I wanted to make an etching that would symbolize you. Everything that you mean to me. Your strength, your courage, your scars, your grace—I wanted to capture all of that in one image.”

Jonah climbs into the chair, expression dubious. “Okay, I’m not an artist. But that sounds like a difficult goal. I could never come up with one picture, or phrase, that sums up what you mean to me either.”

 As lovely as the compliment is, I don’t let him distract me. “The goal wasn’t just difficult. It was impossible. Symbols can carry so much meaning, but they can carry false meanings too. Or be misinterpreted. They’re never portraits of the thing symbolized, really more a peek into the mind of the artist than anything else. So I don’t want a symbol of you, Jonah. I only want to capture you. The real man that I love. Just as you are.”

He shakes his head, but not in negation. In wonder. “You captured me already. Don’t you know that?”

And now I want to lay aside my pencils, climb atop him, and take him right in that chair. Instead, I take a deep breath. “Shhh. Sit still. Eyes forward.”

Jonah settles himself into the chair, and I begin.

Obviously I can’t create an entire etching tonight—even if I tried, that would take well into the morning, and I learned the hard way that it never pays to rush it when transferring a draft onto the etching plate. My goal for tonight is only to create my first sketches for the drawing. To copy every one of Jonah’s beautiful features precisely, and evocatively, in a way that will speak to anyone who looks at the page.

So far, yet no further: That’s not unlike the way we’ve handled sex the past few weeks, since Mack’s arrest. Jonah and I have slept together every single night, usually at his place, but now sometimes in my house too, now that the “crime scene cleanup” van has taken care of the mess. (That is an actual business. Can you believe it?) We’ve settled in, started creating the habits we’ll keep as long as we live in Austin. And we’ve begun learning how to be together in bed without our games. Jonah has introduced me to a few new toys, and begun making a few experimental strokes with the vibrator while the two of us are naked together, kissing frantically.

Yet so far, I haven’t climaxed. And that’s okay.

Because—for the first time in my entire sex life—I am learning how to be myself while I make love. Before, I pretended to enjoy things that left me cold, or shut my eyes to enjoy a fantasy completely detached from whatever my lover was really doing to me. Then I found Jonah, and we began our games. Rich and passionate and exhilarating as our role-playing is, we are in fact playing roles. I hope we’ll play those roles again someday, and maybe not even too long from now. Other games appeal to me too. For the time being, however, I’m focusing on learning how to reach orgasm in my own skin.

And Jonah Marks is the first man from whom I feel no need to hide.

Normally Jonah is good with silence, but silence plus observation appears to be the only combination of factors that can make him self-conscious. “I would’ve worn something better, if I’d known this was the outfit you were going to immortalize.”

“You look great.” Like he ever doesn’t look great. But what he has on is perfect, really: tight-fitting jeans, a black sweater that fits snugly enough to outline his spectacular frame.

“Have you done etchings of the other people in your life? Has Carmen had to pose for you?”

“No. One time she held a tree branch over a still life for me, for a few hours, until she got muscle cramps. I still owe her one for that.” My pencil has sketched out the rough parameters of his form. Time to begin filling in details. “Oh, hey, by the way, Carmen decided to go to Stanford for her Ph.D.”

“Good for her,” Jonah says. By now he knows my friends’ hopes and problems nearly as well as I do. “She’s not too worried about Shay and Arturo?”

“This is Carmen we’re talking about. She’s still incredibly worried. But I’ll be here for at least the next two years. Geordie will be here too until September. So it’s not like the new family has to go it alone for a while.” I grab the sketchpad and step closer to Jonah. “Can you tilt your head to the right slightly? Like—there. That’s it.”

 Jonah obediently remains in place. “Geordie must be doing well, then.”

He never explicitly brings up Geordie’s recovery, allowing Geordie or me to do that instead. “Four months sober now.”

“That’s impressive.”

“Yeah, it is.”

Geordie always reminds me that recovery is never final. It’s a lifelong process, a state of being rather than a chore to be accomplished. But during the past couple months he’s regained some muscle tone. His usual color. He laughs more often, and the laughter sounds genuine. It’s impossible not to sense that the progress he’s made is real.

“Hmm.” I step back from Jonah, trying to decide on the exact right angle. “Maybe if you leaned in this direction?”

A slow, hot smile dawns on his face. “You know what’s holding you back? Too many details. You need to simplify.”

“What do you mean?”

Jonah doesn’t explain. He simply kicks off his shoes, and begins to strip off his sweater.

My eyes widen. “Jonah—we’re in a shared studio!”

“Where nobody’s coming in, because they’re all looking for celebrities on Sixth Street.” He nods toward the door. “You saw me slide the dead bolt. Even if someone did show up, I’d have time to get dressed again before you let them in.”

“I guess so . . .”

Really I should be protesting more than this. Which is to say, protesting at all. But now Jonah’s slid out of the chair, and his hands are at the button of his jeans, and even if I could stop him, I don’t want to.

With a grin, he adds, “Besides, isn’t this the artistic ideal? Sketching a nude model?”

And with that, his jeans and boxers hit the floor.

 No matter how many times I see Jonah naked, the sheer beauty of his body always blows me away. He would be an ideal nude model for a drawing class; his physique has the symmetry of a Praxiteles sculpture, and yet so many of his features are arrestingly unique—like his long, tapered torso, the unreal dimensions of his cock, and his unexpectedly narrow throat. His muscles still possess that rough-hewn quality that has always reminded me of stone. He is too rugged for beauty, too perfect for anything else.

The gleam in his eyes as he looks at me tells me he hopes I’ll toss aside the pad and pencil and drop my clothes on the floor beside his own. Well, too bad. Because this is an opportunity I don’t intend to waste.

“Standing, then.” I flip to a brand-new page of the sketchbook and quickly fill out the most basic lines. Jonah raises an eyebrow, but obediently clasps his hands behind his back, willing to serve. “Hmm, let’s see. How can I best—”

I set down the pad, step forward, and put my hands on his hips, my thumbs catching the notches of his hipbones. Jonah breathes in sharply as I turn him slightly to the side and run my fingers along his lower abdomen. I brush the edge of the dark thatch of hair leading down to his groin.

“That’s it. Stand like that.” As I slide my hands upward, I relish the warmth of his skin, the rippling of his abdominal muscles and pectorals. When I get to his neck, Jonah even lets me turn his head; I point his face toward the sky, exposing his profile and the long line of his throat.

Satisfied, I step back, to see that there’s been one very dramatic change to my model’s pose.

“Think you can hold that the entire time?” I whisper, brushing my fingers along his now fully erect cock.

Jonah smiles. “Motivate me.”

 I step back as I unbutton my smock. Didn’t bother with a bra beneath it, because sometimes the ink sinks through. He wasn’t expecting that, so when the fabric falls to the side, exposing the inner curves of my breasts, he sucks in a deep breath.

“How’s that for motivation?” I say.

“Very, very good.” He’s harder than ever, so much so I ache to touch him.

But I want to touch myself even more.

I sketch a few more lines, taking care to re-create the lines of Jonah’s lower abdomen and cock. Those muscles that create a V straight toward his erection—I shade those in fully, because it’s impossible to look at them and not know the strength behind his every thrust. When I’ve filled in a few shadows along his muscular arms, I set down my pencil. Locking my eyes with Jonah’s, I slide my leggings and panties down to puddle at my feet. He groans softly, but he doesn’t move.

“You need even more motivation,” I say as I stretch my hand between my legs and start to rub. A slow warmth begins to dawn inside me. “Because you’ll need to stay hard for me a long time, Jonah. Even for a guy like you, that’s going to be rough.”

“Just keep doing that.” His voice betrays the desire he feels. It’s taking all his willpower not to tackle me here and now. “Let me watch you.”

I hop up onto the sketching table, so I can spread my legs wider for him as I keep going. Jonah’s cock twitches, but he remains perfectly posed for me.

Smoothly as possible, I switch hands—so while my left hand keeps playing with my clit, I can pick up my pencil with my right.

“You can’t possibly draw like that,” Jonah murmurs.

“Mmm. Watch me.” Pun intended. Honestly, my focus and my grip aren’t their strongest at the moment. I’m becoming a lot better at masturbating without getting out of my own head, and even if I can’t get myself over the brink, I can dance right here on the edge. It feels so fucking good.

With my left hand I circle faster, then slower, then slide two fingers deep into my cunt to watch the desperation in Jonah’s eyes. This is too much fun.

I really want to create this portrait of Jonah—but it can wait.

“You know,” I whisper, “models sometimes find it difficult to hold their positions for a long time. You’re doing a good job, though.”

“You’re doing it for me,” He says hoarsely. His cock remains stiff and thick, yearning for me.

“Even professional models sometimes need to take a break, though. What about you, Jonah? Would you like to take a break?”

Instantly Jonah crosses the two long strides to reach me. I laugh in exhilaration as he pulls my hips up to meet him. The pencil drops to the floor.

My head lolls back as Jonah sinks in.

“Mmm.” I don’t stop using my hand; Jonah’s got plenty of room to work anyway. He pumps into me faster, clearly already nearly at the brink. Watching me might have gotten him off on its own, without my even touching him—

That idea really turns me on. Or the sight of Jonah’s muscles working as he pumps into me. Or maybe it’s the tempo I’ve hit with my hand, because this is good. This is really good.

Really—really—

There’s a moment when orgasm becomes inevitable. The split second between detonation and explosion. I feel the shift inside me, and I know that delicious sensation so well, and yet I can’t believe it because it can’t be happening but it is. It is. White-hot pleasure claims every inch of me from the inside out. A cry of ecstasy escapes from my throat, long and loud and good, rising in pitch with every one of Jonah’s thrusts.

 “Oh, God,” he says, going faster. “Did you—”

“Yeah.” I can’t tell if I’m laughing or crying. My whole body is shaking with the release. Before I can even wrap my mind around what happened, Jonah’s coming too, sinking deep inside me, then slumping over my trembling body.

For what seems like a long time after that, I can hardly think. We keep kissing, and he pulls me into his arms and down to the floor, where he can cradle me in his embrace. I stroke his body, burrow closer to him.

“That was good?” he whispers.

“Oh, yeah.” It wasn’t lesser than the orgasms I’ve had during my games. Not automatically better either. But it felt completely fucking amazing, and more than that—I know now that my body, my pleasure, is my own.

Someday Jonah and I will play another game, many more games, when we choose to. Because we want to.

Sexually, I will never be forced to do anything again.
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We’re not jerks. We clean up the studio afterward. I slide my unfinished nude sketch of Jonah into my portfolio case, to take it up another day.

After we’re dressed again, Jonah and I head home for a celebratory glass of wine—and maybe, if we’re up to it, round two.

As he starts his car, I say, “What am I going tell my advisor when he asks what I’ve been working on lately?”

It’s just a joke, but Jonah answers. “Life drawing, right?”

“Mmm. That works.”

•   •   •

South by Southwest blows out of town like a cyclone, leaving scattered debris in the form of screening tickets and promotional swag. The weather warms by fits and starts, days of tantalizing warmth broken up by the occasional chill that sends us all searching the back of our closets, where we stashed our coats away too soon. Students relax, shedding layers of clothes like molting birds, until the guys are running around in board shorts and girls have on dresses skimpy enough to be shirts. They’re looking toward spring break, and then summer.

 So am I.

“South America for summer vacation?” Doreen says as she sits with a mug of coffee cradled in both her hands.

“Southern Chile—Patagonia.” I smile as I recall the spectacular images Jonah showed me on his laptop; the scenery down there takes my breath away, with its surreal landscapes of mountains, fjords and glaciers. “Jonah’s going to be down there for about ten weeks. I’ll join him for maybe five of those. That gives each of us some alone time to work, but makes sure we get to be together.”

“You realize it’s going to be winter down there.”

“Suits me fine. I’ve lived through enough Southern summers. An extra winter sounds amazing.” And where else will I ever get to wear the cold-weather gear I bought for Chicago?

Doreen nods with the weary look of a woman who has endured many Julys in Texas. “I can guess from your vacation news how things are going with Jonah, but I’d like to hear it in your words.”

I lean back on her sofa as I search for the best way to put it. “The past few weeks have been an entirely new chapter in our relationship. Jonah and I are closer than we’ve ever been, both in bed and out of it.”

“Tell me about the part in bed first.”

“You’re getting a dirty mind, Doreen.”

“I’m no Freudian.” She raises an eyebrow. “But with you two—and with you alone, Vivienne—the sex matters a lot.”

“Yeah. It does. Fortunately, the sex is incredible. I’m reaching orgasm maybe sixty percent of the time? And it’s still getting better.”

I wish I could say that night at the studio changed everything. That a switch flipped or a dam broke and from that moment on, I could have an orgasm every single time we had sex. Unfortunately neither the human body nor the human psyche obeys such simple rules. Jonah and I have had some nights of pure frustration—but we’ve also had some of the hottest sex I can imagine. My body and my heart have connected. I am becoming whole.

Doreen holds up her hand for a high five; laughing, I lean forward and deliver. She says, “Is he as happy with this as you are?”

“Pretty much. Of course, he wishes I was at a hundred percent, but he’s not putting pressure on me any longer. He understands that we can’t fix this overnight.”

But of course nobody is ever entirely fixed. I’ve learned that much. Once I would have found that depressing, but now I know it’s liberating. Like the song says, Freedom is what you do with what’s been done to you.

“And your fantasy?” Doreen asks. “You don’t need it any longer. How does that make you feel?”

“More centered. More relaxed.” A deep breath, and then I admit, “But just because I don’t need that fantasy doesn’t mean I don’t still want it.”

Jonah’s body—his strength—the fires he keeps banked down inside—they still excite me to the core. I still crave his hands gripping my wrists, holding them over my head as I beg for mercy. I will never stop dreaming of that.

“Does Jonah know this?” This is a genuine question from Doreen. She is no longer seeing Jonah, who decided to finally go into counseling on his own. He’s skeptical about the process, and to be honest, I share some of his doubts. Jonah has always understood what happened to him and a lot of how it’s affected his life; on his own he’s learned to cope better than most people do after decades in therapy. But he’s finally ready to try doing the “hard work,” as he called it, not only for me but also for himself.

“Yes,” I tell her. “Jonah knows. He’s willing to play the games with me again once we’re both ready. I feel like I’m there, but Jonah still needs a while.”

 Doreen nods. “And that’s okay with you?”

For a moment I remember last night, the way Jonah’s mouth felt between my legs. Pleasure arcs through me at the mere memory, and it seems as if I can hear my own cries of ecstasy echoing in my ears. A smile spreads across my face. “So far I’m enjoying the wait.”

•   •   •

I know Carmen’s getting a head start on her moving preparations because she’s one of the most organized people on earth. I know she’s not actually going anywhere until August, and that between now and then I’ll be able to see her pretty much every day I’m not in Chile. But as we sit together on her living room floor, going through the “give away or donate” items, I get all sentimental anyway.

“You can’t give this away,” I say as I hold up a T-shirt with the Twilight actors on it. “This was my present to you!”

“You bought me that tee at a gas station after you spilled strawberry milkshake on the blouse I was wearing.”

“So?” But by now I’m laughing, and I toss the T-shirt into the donate pile.

“Are these really all your books?” Geordie says as he pores through the short stack of paperbacks. “Tell me you’ve got a fully loaded e-reader.”

Carmen shrugs. “I’m not much into fiction.”

“They write nonfiction books too, y’know.” He picks up a copy of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, smiles, and tosses it by his backpack.

“How would I have time to read?” Carmen asks, genuinely confused.

Geordie gives me a look like, Some people. Did I really try to set these two up? That seems like a weird dream I had one time.

That said, my matchmaking had one wonderful, if unintended, effect—as Geordie proves by leaning toward the baby seat on the floor near us. “Don’t worry, Nicolas. I’ll teach you to read. Your Tia Carmen can handle the math part of your education.”

Nicolas wraps his chubby hand around Geordie’s two fingers. At this point, Geordie might as well be an adoptive uncle; he genuinely loves taking care of the little guy. At the moment, Arturo and Shay are out enjoying an actual “date night”—which only involves an early dinner so they can be at home to put Nicolas to bed, but Shay says it counts. It gives them time to be together just as a couple, which is the main thing. And taking care of Nicolas seems to ground Geordie. To keep him stable. Easier to hold it together for somebody else than for your own sake, he said to me recently.

Geordie catches me smiling at him with the baby. “What?”

I shrug. “Just never saw you as the paternal type, I guess.”

“Never saw myself that way either. But now? I think I want five or six of these.”

“I can’t wait to see this. One word to the wise, though—don’t mention the five-or-six-kids thing on the first date.”

He shakes his head ruefully. “It’s going to be a while before I’m on one of those.”

I knew it was a bad idea to start romantic relationships while in early recovery, but beyond that, I’m ignorant of the details. “How long? Just when you feel steady enough to date again, or when your sponsor gives you the go-ahead?”

“Kitty tells me the rule of thumb is plant, pet, love.”

Carmen and I exchange confused glances, and she says, “Run that by us again?”

“Well, I’m supposed to get myself a houseplant,” Geordie explains. “If I keep that alive and well for a year, then I can adopt a pet. And if both pet and plant survive the next year in good health, then I can give romance another try.”

 “Two years?” Maybe I shouldn’t make my dismay so clear. “I mean—that’s probably smart.”

“Probably. It’s definitely one hell of a dry spell, though.” He sighs, resigned.

“I can help!” Carmen hops up and goes to the windowsill, then comes back bearing her gift. “I wasn’t going to give this away until I moved, but hey, we might as well get your two years started now, right?”

Geordie looks down at the flowerpot and laughs. “I think a cactus might be cheating.”

I lift the tiny cactus from Carmen’s hands and set it before Geordie. “Take your breaks where you find them.”

It’s dusk when I walk out of Carmen’s bungalow, a bag of books and T-shirts over one shoulder and her ceramic mixing bowl in my other hand. So when my phone starts ringing—Jonah’s ringtone—it takes me a minute to set things atop my car hood and answer. “Hey there.”

“Hey,” he says, low and soft. “Where are you?”

“Just leaving Carmen’s. What’s up?” We’d talked about going out for dinner tonight but hadn’t made any solid plans. The night’s warm enough for food trucks—breezy and perfect.

I’m just about to suggest one when he says, “Could you wait until later for dinner tonight?”

“Sure. Did something come up with work?” Is it a volcano or an earthquake this time? Damned plate tectonics, screwing with my social life.

I’m about to make that joke to Jonah when he says, “Actually, I was wondering whether you’d like to . . . play.”

My heartbeat quickens. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

Cradling the phone to my ear with both hands, I lean against the side of my Civic. “Why tonight?”

 “It’s nice out. Seemed like a shame to spend the whole evening inside. So I was thinking we could go to the park, find an isolated spot, and—improvise.”

He could take me on the ground, dirt under my back. Or make me brace my hands against a tree trunk while he hitches up my skirt from behind. I’m so glad I wore this dark sundress. Just have to make sure he doesn’t tear it in his enthusiasm. As for my own anticipation, it’s all I can do not to whimper at the thought of his rough hands on me like that again.

But still . . . “I like that idea, but it’s not what I meant. Is there some reason tonight feels, I don’t know, safer for you? Better?”

Jonah thinks it over for a moment before replying. “Nothing in particular. But the idea came to me, and I started fantasizing about all the things I could do to you—and it didn’t make me wonder whether my stepfather got into my brain. It didn’t make me hate myself. It only made me think about how much you’d love it.”

“I would. Oh, God, so much. But—only if you’re sure—”

“Positive.” He sounds good. Strong. And nearly as excited as I am.

Before I had wondered whether returning to our games would feel like a step backward. It doesn’t. It feels like an exhilarating leap forward. Jonah and I own our fantasy in all its dark glory. But it will never own us again.

“We’ll have to be careful in the park,” I say as I fish my keys from my purse and start getting my stuff in the car. “Make absolutely certain that nobody’s around.”

“And we’ll need a cover story in case we’re wrong.”

Oh, man. I do not want to subject some innocent bystander to any sex acts, much less one that appears nonconsensual. “We won’t be wrong. And I won’t scream to attract attention.”

“That means I’ll need to hold my hand over your mouth.” His voice lights up every nerve ending I have. “Take you fast and hard.”

“Yes,” I whisper. He’s got me turned on already.

 Then Jonah repeats, more firmly, “But we’ll still need a cover story.”

“We’ll figure it out when we pick the place. Don’t worry. I’m good at improvisation.” I settle everything into the passenger’s seat and start my car.

“We have a lot of cover stories, don’t we?” Jonah says. “For Maddox, for your family, for your professor, for our friends—”

“Gosh, Jonah, what are we going to tell the kids when they ask how Mom and Dad met?”

That was a joke too—except kind of not. In my heart, I’ve believed for a while now that Jonah and I would go the distance. That this is forever. But we’re not engaged; neither of us has ever spoken of this before, the idea of our marrying, having children, or making a life together. At first Jonah says nothing, and I wonder if I’ve gone too far. If I’ve rushed him. If this is when we have to have the talk about the immense amount of counseling we’d need before becoming parents.

Oh, no. I mean, I want to have this talk someday, but this is the last possible moment I’d have wanted to kill the mood—

“We tell the truth,” Jonah says. “Just not all of it. Like, I’d say to the kids, your mother had a flat tire. I stopped to help change it for her. Soon afterward we ran into each other, and it turned out we had mutual friends.”

Softly I chime in, “Your Aunt Shay and Uncle Arturo.”

When Jonah speaks again, it’s as though I can hear his smile. “At the party, I came up to you and said we ought to get together sometime. Then we met up for a glass of wine, and the rest is history. The children should believe that, right? What do you think?”

I lean back in my car seat and smile. “Works for me.”
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			Chapter One

			6) The Sistine Chapel was painted by: Leonardo Da Vinci.

			 

			It’s all I can do not to roll my eyes. For four and a half months, I tried to drum some rudimentary knowledge of art history into freshman brains. Some of them got it; most of them, even. The ones who truly fell in love with some of the paintings and sculptures they’d seen—they’re the students who make TAing feel like it’s all been worthwhile.

			But then there are kids like this one, who didn’t even manage to absorb anything about Michelangelo, and who also appears to think that the Renaissance started in Germany. No wonder, since he skipped a ton of classes and probably spent the others checking Facebook on his laptop. I only provided the short fill-in-the-blank section to provide a few easy, slam-dunk answers to boost the students’ confidence before they dove into the exam proper. Maybe it worked that way for most of the kids, but wow, not so much here.

			As I reach for my red pen, the phone rings. Glancing over, I see a name glowing on the screen: JONAH MARKS. At once I start to smile.

			“Hey, you,” I murmur as I tuck the phone between my shoulder and ear.

			“Vivienne. Hi. I wanted to check in, see what you were doing.”

			Jonah’s voice has always had an effect on me. He speaks with such cool, assured command, even in simple moments like this. I found him forbidding, once. Even frightening. Now I know and love the good man inside him, the one he’s had to fight so hard to be.

			Jonah’s a seismologist and volcanologist. The profession suits him. He’s like the mountains he studies—strong and silent, but incredible heat, power, and danger simmer just beneath the surface.

			I know his most forbidden fantasies because I share them.

			“Just grading finals here on campus,” I tell him. “This stack should be my last of the semester, though.”

			“Do you think you might be free by later this afternoon?” He pauses, savoring the anticipation that is building between us both. “If so, I’m in the mood for a game.”

			We haven’t been back at our games for all that long. The weeks without sharpened my hunger, honed the edges of my desire. Now I hear that same need within Jonah, and I can’t imagine how we ever held off, even for a day.

			“Yeah,” I whisper. “I’m free.”

			“I’m the only one in this wing of the building today. That’s unlikely to change. So the stairwells are empty. Mostly dark. Potentially dangerous.”

			He means that these are places where a woman could get caught alone. Where someone could take advantage.

			And that’s exactly what I want from him.

			We both get off hardest when we pretend this is a rape.

			He’s the attacker. I’m the victim. When our games begin, I hand control over to Jonah. The only power I have is contained in our safe word, silver. Although I’ve designed a few of our scenarios, often I leave it up to him, which is what I do now. This is the first, subtlest moment of my surrender. I ask only one question. “When?”

			“Four P.M. Here’s the key code.” Jonah lists off the numbers, which I jot down with a shaky hand.

			After he finishes, he just hangs up. Jonah’s not big on good-byes.

			Besides, he’s already begun the transformation into the figure from my darkest longings. He will become forbidding. Commanding. Even dangerous. And I will turn into the victim in his own forbidden daydreams—weak and pliant, vulnerable to his schemes and to brute force.

			We do not love the desire we share. But we love each other, and together we’re learning how to own this—our rape fantasies—so that they will never again own us.

			***

			I lost my virginity to my rapist when I was only fourteen years old. Anthony Whedon, my older sister’s boyfriend, forced himself on me while we were watching TV on the sofa in my own living room late at night. Upstairs, the rest of my family slept through the whole thing. In my fear and confusion, I didn’t even think to scream—which is part of why my mother and sister have never believed I was “really” raped.

			Some rape victims find it difficult to ever have sex again. Most work very hard to avoid reminders of what happened, possibly the most painful incident in their lives.

			However, the human psyche is a strange, tangled thing that twists and bends in unexpected ways. Within my brain, Anthony’s attack became jumbled up with what little I knew of sex. My physiognomy provides what most women would kill for: orgasms that come quick and easy, through penetration alone. But what Anthony did to me cast the wicked fairy’s curse over that gift; it made sure that I could only get off when I was thinking about being raped. Instead of forgetting what was done to me, I felt as if I were forced to relive it, or scenarios like it, in order to have any pleasure at all.

			Until last year, I simply fantasized inside my head while having sex. I only ever asked one guy to act out a scenario with me—my ex, now friend, Geordie Hilton. When I remember that now, I can’t imagine what made me ever think it would work. Geordie’s funny, sweet, gentle, and pretty thoroughly in the vanilla column, which makes him the last guy in the world who would ever go for a rape fantasy.

			But I’m glad I asked him. It was the first time I actually found the voice to name what I really wanted. And when Geordie drunkenly apologized to me in the middle of a party for not being able to act out my fantasy, we were overheard by Jonah Marks.

			Within the next half hour, Jonah came up to me on the edge of the party—where I wasn’t alone, he said, so I’d know I was safe—and offered his services.

			Rape as fantasy. You’d like to play one role; I’d like to play another.

			It was madness. I knew that from the start. But Jonah left all the decisions entirely to me. We met on neutral ground. We set limits, chose a safe word, and determined what it would take for me to feel safe. Jonah had his own boundaries; even as I swore to respect them, I didn’t understand just how important those were. I could only think of the danger I was courting—offering my body, my powerlessness, to a man who got off on the thought of forcing women.

			We both thought we could remain nearly strangers. That we could keep our distance to heighten the suspense of our encounters. Jonah and I knew only one thing about each other . . . but it was the most intimate thing we could possibly know. Once you’ve bared the most painful secret of your soul to someone, holding back anything else provides only the illusion of control. Not the reality. One kind of bond blossomed into another. Within a few months, Jonah Marks and I had fallen in love.

			He learned what Anthony had done to me. And I learned that Jonah came from a background of almost unimaginable sexual sadism—one in which his stepfather had forced him to witness the rape of his mother, not once but maybe dozens of times. He’d been taught that this was all sex was: male violence and coercion, female submission and pain.

			Jonah had the inner strength to reject that message. He’s the last man on earth who would ever force a woman in any way. But that inner knowledge couldn’t banish those primal fantasies. His demons could never be exorcised, only conquered.

			We conquer them together.

			***

			Four o’clock has never felt so far away. The hours would seem to crawl by even if I were doing something more fascinating than grading art history exams.

			“You’re awfully quiet in here,” says Kip, the department secretary, as he appears in the doorway of my tiny office. He drums his fingernails against the doorjamb; they’re painted a brilliant, summery orange.

			“I’m quiet because I’m working. Which is what you should be doing. Then you wouldn’t be so bored.”

			“You know me well enough to know I’d be working if there were anything for me to do.” He breathes out in exasperation. “The semester breaks bore me to tears. Hardly any crises for me to resolve, no attractive men around, not even any parties worth attending. Unless you know of some festive gatherings on the bleak horizon—”

			“Not much here. Geordie’s taking things easy for now, Arturo and Shay are busy with the baby, and Carmen actually flew out to California yesterday.”

			Kip raises an eyebrow. “She’s moved already?”

			“No. Just looking for her apartment at Stanford.” I manage to say it without getting teary. Even though I encouraged her to follow her dreams all the way to a Ph.D. program on the west coast, my best friend’s imminent move has hit me harder than I expected it to.

			“And your delectable Jonah Marks isn’t the type to throw parties. His one great flaw.”

			“He’s not antisocial,” I insist, which is true, though I’m mostly making a point of it to disguise the warm flush in my cheeks at the sound of Jonah’s name. “Just not the ‘party hearty’ type. But hey, there’s the gallery opening tomorrow. You’ve got that to look forward to, right?”

			Kip gives me a flat stare. “You mean, standing around bored for three hours while enduring the endless posturing by your fellow students who aren’t as confident as you?”

			“C’mon. This is Austin. If you want something better to do, it’s out there. Even with the students gone, there’s plenty of music to hear, or restaurants to try . . . bats to watch . . .”

			“I suppose.”

			The thing is, Kip and I both know the real reason he has too much time on his hands. It hasn’t been that long since Kip broke up with an abusive boyfriend, one who tends bar at one of our (former) favorite local haunts. It’s enough to ground the most social butterfly of us all.

			Still, it can’t be doing Kip any good to sit around his apartment moping every day. “Okay,” I proclaim, “I’m giving you a challenge.”

			He perks up immediately. “What’s that?”

			“Contact the gallery. Tell them you’re in charge of the party tomorrow night. You have twenty-four hours to turn the art show opening into something fabulous.”

			“They’re never fabulous.”

			“That’s why it’s a challenge.”

			Kip opens his mouth to bicker with me some more, but then I see the spark return to his eyes. “Very well, Miss Charles. From drab to fab in one day.”

			With that he swans out, so deliberately over-the-top that I have to giggle. Maybe I’ve only given Kip one day’s worth of entertainment, but it promises to pay off with a night to remember.

			Today’s going to be memorable for other, far more delicious reasons. All thanks to Jonah.

			At twenty ’til four, I finish inputting final grades into the system, shut off my computer, and get ready to go. My legs feel slightly wobbly, and my entire body seems to be flushing warm with anticipation. So I take a moment in the department restroom to throw myself together.

			My honey-brown hair needs a trim; by now it reaches almost to my shoulders. As I brush it out, I check the rest of my appearance. I don’t bother with much makeup, particularly during sultry Texas summers, so the tinted moisturizer and lip balm I’ve got on are enough. The tiny jade studs in my ears won’t catch or snag while Jonah does . . . whatever it is he’s going to do to me. With trembling hands, I undo the slender gold chain around my throat and drop it into my purse pocket.

			Sometimes he can be rough. I love it every time—but I have to take precautions.

			The white sundress I’m wearing is flattering, though I wonder whether it might get stained or torn. I’ve taken to buying old clothes at the Goodwill that Jonah can rip off me. However, he usually warns me when to wear those. Maybe the sundress is safe. I wish I’d worn a different pair of shoes instead of these chunky, high-heeled sandals, but I’m not about to traipse across campus barefoot. They’ll have to do.

			My panties are already damp. Ever since Jonah called me, I’ve been aroused, my whole body ready for him at any moment. I toy with the idea of slipping them off and tucking them into my purse, but decide not to. When Jonah touches me there, feels how wet I am and have been for hours, he’ll get even more turned on.

			I wash my hands, apply a little lotion, and head out. As I walk past the main department office, I wave good-bye to Kip, but he’s oblivious to anything but the phone conversation he’s having: “Lucky for you, we need appetizers. Set this up, and I’ll consider that favor returned in full.”

			Does everyone in Texas owe Kip a favor? It seems that way sometimes. Come to think of it, I owe him several.

			But the mention of hors d’oeuvres has reminded my belly that food exists, and that I ate fairly little of it at either breakfast or lunch. My lips curl upward as the elevator goes down, while I imagine following Jonah’s “attack” by dining out on the town.

			I don’t have dinner plans tonight . . . but I meant to. When I spoke to Shay on the phone yesterday, we’d talked about getting together to head out to one of the food trucks. Although her six-month-old son, Nicolas, is too young for nice restaurants, he can squall, laugh, or babble to his tiny heart’s content at a picnic table. I love snuggling the baby, but Arturo and Shay are harder to pin down than they used to be.

			New parents, I figure with a sigh. Shay had promised to call me back today with a specific time and truck, but I haven’t heard a word. Even though I’m sure they’re going to beg off again, I had better check in just in case.

			Later on, neither Jonah nor I will be in the mood for interruptions.

			So I bring them up on my phone and listen to it ring, only to go straight to voice mail. These days, they never check their messages, so I disconnect and start sending a text instead. No time tonight? I type as I walk across campus. Just let me know. Maybe we can get together this weekend.

			I set my phone to silent and drop it back in my bag. No more tasks; no more distractions. For the rest of this afternoon, I can give myself to Jonah completely.

			The University of Texas at Austin campus is never deserted, but this is as close as it gets. At the final edge of the semester, only a few students linger. Normally they’d be shouting to their friends or lounging together in the grass, but today they trudge to and from the library, wearing their sloppiest sweats or pajama bottoms, hollow-eyed with stress.

			Nobody notices me. Nobody watches as I approach the building where Jonah works. Nobody sees a thing.

			I walk in through one of the main doors and turn down the wing where Jonah’s office is located. The cool breeze of air conditioning is deeply welcome even after only a few minutes outside. A fine sheen of sweat lies upon my skin. The clock high on the wall says it’s 3:58.

			Will Jonah be in the stairwell already waiting for me? How far up should I walk? Is he right about nobody being around to find us? Certainly the building seems deserted, and the heavy doors would give us some warning if anybody else took the stairs.

			Besides, this wouldn’t be as hot if we didn’t take a few risks.

			Inhale. Exhale. My body tingles with anticipation: fingers, nipples, even my clit. I put my hand onto the stairwell door, pause for just a few more moments—and then I go in.

			The stairwell is more of a fire exit than a main corridor of the building. No bulletin boards hold the usual flyers for foreign film screenings or study-abroad programs; no windows offer a campus view. Only a dull fluorescent light illuminates the ground floor, and a glance overhead reveals that the upper stories are dark. I hear nothing.

			My trembling hand closes around the metal railing as I begin to climb. The chunky wooden soles of my sandals make every stop echo. I force myself to look down at my feet, not up or ahead. Jonah will want to surprise me.

			Suspense can be the ultimate aphrodisiac. I don’t know precisely when Jonah is going to confront me, or where, only that he is. Once he does, only my safe word, silver, can provide any escape.

			But I don’t want to escape.

			The second floor. Shadowy rather than dark because of the light below, but ahead of me it’s black as night. As I keep going upward, I can’t help glancing behind me, wondering whether I ought to hit a light switch just in case—

			—when a strong grip closes around my upper arm.

			I whirl around, but Jonah’s got me. He’s movement in the darkness, the hand clamping over my mouth, the force that presses my back to the wall.

			He leans in, one of his muscular thighs shoving between mine. His breath is warm against my skin as he says, low and ragged, “Don’t scream.”

			My eyes meet his. They’re wide with—call it terror. That’s what Jonah wants to see. Fright floods into me, by my will, by my choice. Our games are where I confront my most primal fear. That fear can only be defeated by surrendering to it.

			To Jonah.

			His steely gray eyes seem darker in the dim light. That’s nearly all of him I can see with his face so close to mine, and his body pinning mine to the wall. “You didn’t scream,” he whispers. “So you know how to follow instructions. Good. That’s going to make this so much easier for you. Do you understand? Do what you’re told and you won’t be hurt.”

			Sometimes I defy Jonah. Sometimes I fight him; he likes it as rough as I do. But today he’s demanding submission, and that’s what I want to give him.

			I nod as best I can. Jonah smiles—only an inch or so from my face, too close for me to actually see it, but his eyes crinkle at the corners. Dark satisfaction glints within his hard gaze.

			Jonah starts moving against me, rutting on my leg as he presses in harder. I can feel his erection rubbing against the soft flesh of my lower belly. If that firmness were only a little lower, toward the center, he would be grinding against my clit. But I hardly even need it. Just the feel of Jonah on me, the knowledge of what he’s going to do, and the illusion of powerlessness has me impossibly turned on.

			“Please—” I start to whisper. I want to beg him to let me go. Jonah often enjoys it when I beg.

			Not today, though. “Shhh,” he croons as he pushes his thumb into my mouth. I can taste the salt of his skin. “Show me how you suck. Do it.”

			I close my lips around Jonah’s thumb and start to suck, slowly at first, as if reluctantly. He shoves it in farther, and I obey the unspoken command. I go faster. Suck harder. My tongue brushes against the pad of his thumb, and he groans, a low vibration I feel through his chest.

			“You’re good at that,” he whispers. “I thought you would be. You want to show me how good you are at it? You want to make me happy?”

			With my mouth full, I can’t speak. The way he’s gripping me—his fingers curling in under my jaw, his thumb hooked all the way inside—I can’t even nod. So I make a wordless, plaintive sound. He knows that means I’m his.

			Jonah steps back, and in that first instant, I stumble forward. For the last few seconds I haven’t even been holding myself up. He grabs my upper arms and eases me down onto my knees, then brings his hands up to circle the back of my head. “There we go,” he murmurs as he rocks forward, pressing his erection into my face. “Do what you’re told.”

			He’s got on dark cargo pants, the kind of thing he must wear in the field. As I reach for his zipper, his grip on the back of my head loosens just enough to let me work. Jonah’s already so hard that his cock juts from his fly as soon as I’ve unzipped him. His erection bumps against my cheek, and he laughs, low and pleased, as I open my mouth and tilt my head to take him in.

			God, Jonah’s so thick. We’ve been having sex for months, and yet each time I find myself thinking, No way can I take that. But I always do. Now I open wide, using one hand to brace the weight and length of him while I start working him with my tongue.

			Jonah begins rocking forward and back, forward again, simulating thrusts. He’s not letting go, not making me deep-throat him the way he sometimes does. He’s still holding something back—making me wait for the power we both know will soon be unleashed. His cock slides between my lips, every ridge and vein firm against my tongue, and I can feel the slickness of pre-come at the corners of my mouth.

			Even now, when he’s restraining himself, he dominates me completely.

			He pulls back, leaving me open-mouthed, panting, afraid to close my lips in case he wants more. But Jonah tugs me back to my feet, spins me around, and pushes me toward the wall. I brace myself with two hands just as he wraps one arm around my throat.

			“There you go,” he growls. His free hand reaches in front of me, hiking up my dress. The arm around my throat tightens, not enough to cut off my breathing, but enough to remind me that I have no choice. “Stay like that. Just like that.”

			His fingers find my panties. He circles my clit, teasing me, and then begins to rub in slow circles. Every stroke sends new pleasure pulsing through me, and I can’t help whimpering.

			“See? You like this. I knew you liked it. This is what you really want. This is what you really are. You keep your legs together and act like you’re so damn good, but the minute a guy pries those thighs open? You’re panting for it. Just like you are right now.”

			Jonah strokes down farther, his touch still blunted by the cotton panties between his fingers and my cunt. But they’re wet so he can feel it—God, I can even smell it, that’s what he does to me. His hand finds the cleft, the soft folds of flesh, and the dip into my cunt. He curls his fingers up into that, as though he could hand-fuck me even through my underwear.

			“So ready.” He licks the back of my neck, a stripe of heat that makes me gasp. “I’m going to make you come. So you’ll always know you really wanted it.”

			Then he rubs a little harder, finding my clit again, and now it’s so good I can hardly stand it. I can’t move, can’t adjust myself either to escape him or to get off. I have to take what he gives me, because the power is his.

			Jonah yanks down my panties with one sharp tug. The firm head of his cock prods at my ass cheeks before he angles himself and thrusts into my cunt.

			Yes. The sheer size of him makes me burn. Although the waves of sensation rippling through me are pleasure, not pain, the feeling is so extreme that I seem to hover just between the two. I can’t think, can’t struggle. All I can do is feel.

			Then Jonah starts pumping into me, hard and fast. The slap of his body against mine echoes in the stairwell. So does my helpless groan. Every stroke kindles even more ecstasy, until I feel myself getting light-headed. My heartbeat beats hummingbird-fast within my chest, and I can hardly breathe.

			“Fuck, yeah.” Jonah scrapes his teeth along my exposed shoulder, then speeds up yet again. “That’s it. Take it. Take it.”

			I get closer. Even closer. I both want to come so badly my cunt aches for it, and want to hold back, because I love this so much and I want it to keep going on forever.

			But Jonah forces me over the edge. One more thrust, and I come, the sensation pouring over me in a long, dizzying wave. I cry out as if in despair, but he knows what he’s done.

			He laughs out loud—a hard, cruel laugh I’ve come to crave—and pushes himself to finish. I feel every muscle in his body against my limbs and back as he goes tense. The arm around my neck shakes, as if he’s holding on as hard as he can.

			When Jonah takes a deep breath and pulls out for one moment we just stand there, trying to collect ourselves again. His grip around my neck loosens, and he slides his arm down until I’m in his embrace. He kisses the nape of my neck. “Are you all right?”

			“Much better than all right.” I turn my head to smile at him over my shoulder. Jonah smiles at me. His breath comes quick and shallow; I relish the way he’s leaning against me. He’s not the only one who does the wrecking around here. “That was amazing.”

			“Figured semester break ought to be good for something.” Jonah steps back and playfully smacks my butt. “Come on. Let’s pull it together. I don’t think anybody’s coming in, but—”

			“Let’s not tempt fate any more than we already have.”

			“Exactly,” he agrees.

			All I have to do is pull up my panties and smooth down the skirt of my sundress. But as I step to the side, my thick-soled sandal catches on the rubbery stuff that coats the edge of each stair. I wobble, pinwheeling my arms as I lose my balance. For one dizzying instant, I’m falling into the stairwell, unable to catch myself, and it’s so far to fall—

			Jonah grabs my arm just in time. My body, halted mid-plunge, swings to the side, whacking my face into the metal stair railing. I groan in dismay as Jonah pulls me back to my feet. “Vivienne?” The casual cruelty of the game has left his voice completely. “Are you all right?”

			“Yes—just—ow.” Wincing I put two fingers to the tender corner of my eye, which took the full force of impact. The pain stings so sharply I fear the skin might be broken, but it isn’t. However, even the faint pressure of my hand increases the ache. “I might need to ice this.”

			“I hurt you.”

			“No. It’s fine, really.”

			“I hurt you,” Jonah repeats. I look him in the face again and see that he’s gone white. His hands cup my shoulders, his grip suddenly tentative. It’s as though he thinks I’ll break in two, right here in his hands.

			At first I want to say he’s overreacting. I mean, I’ve whacked my head harder on my own car door.

			But this was the one thing Jonah couldn’t bear to imagine. The reason he broke it off with me, not once but twice. Above all, he never wanted to hurt me. In his mind, hurting me turns him into a monster . . . the shadow of the vile man who raised him, of the grotesque rapist and bully that man expected him to become.

			For me this is a minor mishap. For Jonah, it’s more.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“You didn’t do this to me,” I protest later. I’m lying on the leather sofa in Jonah’s apartment and holding a bag of ice to the side of my face. “It was an accident.”

			“If you’re hurt while we’re playing—even accidentally—that’s on me.” Jonah has left my side for the first time in nearly an hour, but only to make dinner for us both. He looks down resolutely at the countertop where he’s chopping vegetables for stir-fry. “I can only do this if I can be sure I’m protecting you.”

			Sometimes I find his protective mode deeply touching; I’ve spent too much of my life feeling that the people closest to me either couldn’t or wouldn’t stand up for me, or take care of me. Jonah will, every time. However, sometimes the overprotectiveness goes too far. We’re approaching that limit now. “Jonah, we were done having sex. You weren’t even touching me when I fell. If this is anyone’s fault, it’s mine, for wearing those stupid shoes.” The offending sandals lie discarded near Jonah’s door. “I could’ve busted my ass on one of the sidewalks just as easily.”

			“But you didn’t.” Jonah keeps chopping, the large chef’s knife moving deftly across the wooden board. “I’m the one who said we should meet up in the stairwell. I wasn’t thinking about the danger there. All I was thinking about was getting off.”

			“And getting me off, right? Because the idea turned me on too. I didn’t realize how risky it would be either.”

			“It’s not your job to think about that. When we play—I take control of you. That means I take responsibility for you, and anything that happens to you.”

			I scowl at him, but only for an instant, because the expression makes the swollen area around my eye throb harder. “Jonah, we both know your control is an illusion. If it weren’t, I wouldn’t like it, and you’d never go there.”

			“What happened to you isn’t an illusion.”

			“Please let this go, okay? Stop tormenting yourself.” I can’t stand seeing Jonah beat himself up over something that wasn’t his fault. Probably I need to work with his overprotectiveness, not against it. “That’s not what I need. I only need you to baby me for a little bit. All right?”

			The knife’s incessant motion stills. Jonah looks over at me, his gray eyes unexpectedly tender. “All right,” he says quietly.

			For the rest of the evening, he devotes himself to doing anything and everything he can for me. After the delicious dinner, he serves me two scoops of butter pecan ice cream in a brown earthenware mug. He puts on music I enjoy—classic sixties soul—and gives me a back rub. Once I’m changed into one of his T-shirts to relax before bed, he even launders my sundress and underwear so they’ll be like new tomorrow.

			But every time Jonah looks at the darkening bruise around my eye, he goes silent. He hasn’t stopped blaming himself; he’s only stopped saying so out loud.

			We turn in fairly early. Although my face aches, I still have a couple of stronger painkillers in the bottom of my purse, left over from my struggle with the Austin Stalker a few months ago. So I pop one before lying down by Jonah’s side. He curls himself around me, spooning me from behind, holding me just a little too tightly. His body remains tense, and I know it’s going to take him a long time to fall asleep.

			The painkiller has already begun its work, stupefying my senses, and I know I’ll drowse off before very long. My drowsy mind turns to Jonah. It seems as though his pale, stricken face after my fall is etched in my vision.

			We hit this boundary before—his extreme reaction to the thought of causing me pain. Of course I want him to take care of me and think of my safety, but he always does. What frightens Jonah about this scenario goes down deep. When I first fell for him, he was an enigma, as dangerous as he was compelling. But even now that I understand him so much better and we share so much more with each other, Jonah still holds something back: this terrible, haunting fear of causing harm.

			How can I talk to him about this? Would it do any good? Can Jonah ever fully make peace with our games, and the role he plays in them, as I have?

			The questions are important. I need to find the answers. Yet my consciousness is drifting into heavy, drugged sleep, stealing every thought and leaving me with only the feel of Jonah’s body next to mine.

			***

			“Whoa, what happened to you?” says Marvin, one of my fellow grad students in the fine arts program, as we walk toward the gallery door at the same time. “That’s one hell of a shiner.”

			“Fell down. No big deal.” I shrug as I step forward to give Marvin a quick hug. Jonah remains a couple of steps back, stiff and uncomfortable, and even when I introduce them, his discomfort doesn’t fade. Once Marvin heads into the gallery, with us right behind, I murmur, “Are you okay?”

			“He knows I did that to you.”

			“No, he doesn’t, because you didn’t.”

			“Then he thinks that. Probably assumes I’m hitting you.”

			“Marvin didn’t think anything of the kind. Will you please relax?” If Jonah keeps looking hangdog guilty, people will think he hit me.

			I’m on the verge of whispering as much to Jonah as we step inside—and then I’m so blown away I stop in my tracks.

			Okay, here’s what the average gallery opening looks like: Lots of people in business casual, a couple women in cocktail dresses, and one guy who considers himself the sort of nonconformist who wears jeans to these things. Cheap white wine being poured out of oversized bottles into plastic cups, either by cater waiters or the guests themselves. Maybe some cheese and crackers. Flat lighting from above. The end.

			The crowd looks much the same tonight, but the gallery doesn’t. A string of lights outlines the floor in each room, providing soft illumination that matches the many candles in their tin holders set on low tables around the corners of the room. A couple of black-clad waiters move easily through the crowd, pouring champagne into real glasses, and the delicious scent in the air tells me there’s a full catering spread in the back. A local guitarist sits off to one side, playing what sounds like Spanish classical.

			Even Jonah notices. “This is—upscale.”

			“This is Kip.”

			The moment I say his name, Kip slips through the crowd to appear in front of me. His dark blue suit is cut hipster-tight, and he’s slicked his hair back like some 1950s crooner. As he stands before me, he holds out his hands. “Challenge accepted.”

			“How did you do this?” I say, laughing as he hugs me. “For free, right?”

			“You wound me by believing I’d stoop to spending money for such a thing. I happened to know that a certain catering company was bidding for some of the university’s off-campus events. From there it was simple enough to convince the catering company to provide a demonstration, and a couple of the deans to attend and sample the wares for themselves.” Kip squints and frowns as he sees my black eye. If anyone were to assume the worst about Jonah, it might be Kip, who suffered at the hands of a violent ex not that long ago. But the uncanny insight that has led everyone in the department to call Kip the “Sauron of UT Austin” kicks in. “Don’t tell me. It was those shoes you were wearing yesterday, wasn’t it?”

			“How did you know?”

			“I’m not saying I’ve worn similar shoes in a drag show, but I am saying that you should acquaint yourself with the kitten heel. It’s a lifesaver.” Kip smiles easily as he reaches past me to shake Jonah’s hand. “That goes for you too, Mr. Marks, if you’re so inclined.”

			“I’ll stick to loafers,” Jonah says, and he manages to smile. I take his arm and give him a gentle squeeze, hoping he’s reassured.

			As it turns out, Jonah has nothing to worry about. The thing is, while I’m friends with some of the other fine arts grad students exhibiting here tonight, most of them know only one thing about me: I am the woman who defeated the Austin Stalker.

			When the serial rapist who had been terrorizing the city came after me, years of paranoia and self-defense training helped me get the better of him. Beating the shit out of Mack Lahane may have been the single most fulfilling moment of my life. But it’s not like I’m some sort of avenging superhero. He got sloppy with his attack, and in some respects I got lucky. It’s not an event I brag about; an attempted rape is something I’m glad to have survived, not a fun icebreaker at parties.

			Nobody else at the party seems to have gotten the memo.

			“Did he do that to you?” breathes a woman with wide eyes. “Have you been recovering all this time?”

			“No. It was months ago. I’m fine. This was just a mishap around the house.” I look around at the other artwork. “Is this the copper sculpture you were working on at the studio, Jasper?”

			Jasper won’t be put off that easily. “Will you testify at the trial?”

			“When is the trial?” chimes in someone else. “Are they going to allow TV cameras in?”

			“. . . I wouldn’t know. If they need my testimony, I guess I'll find out then.” Thank God this particular news story never really registered on the national radar. If I had had to deal with these questions from home, too, I’d have lost it long ago. No matter how many times I try to change the subject, people keep coming back to it, inexplicably convinced that a smudge of a black eye could linger for months, and that I am literally a battle-scarred warrior in their midst instead of a woman in her midtwenties wearing a pale pink cocktail dress.

			(And pointy-toed nude flats. No heels for a while.)

			Finally Jonah puts one arm around my shoulders and steers me away from the crowd. “Thank you,” I whisper. “Wow, that was overkill.”

			“You deserve all the credit,” he says, warm and steady. “But you also deserve some space. They shouldn’t force you to dwell on it.”

			“They haven’t. I’m all right.” I point toward my own contribution to the show. “Recognize this?”

			It takes Jonah a moment, but then he smiles. “I should. Or I’d never again be able to say I knew something like the back of my hand.”

			There, in deep green ink on cork-colored paper, is one of the first prints I’ve made of my most recent etching: a portrait of Jonah’s hands, fingers interlaced, resting on a table. He has magnificent hands—broad and rugged, yet long-fingered enough not to look brutish. I take pride in the way this etching captures the essential dichotomy within Jonah: strength and vulnerability, intertwined and inseparable.

			“I don’t remember posing for this one,” Jonah says. The low, tantalizing note in his voice tells me he remembers the first time he posed for me, which evolved into his posing in the nude, which led to some of the best sex we’ve ever had. “Where are the ones we . . . collaborated on?”

			“Those drawings are private. For now.” I give him a sly sidelong glance. “I’m not ready to show off just how lucky I am.”

			Jonah raises an eyebrow. “But you will someday?”

			“Oh, I was just teasing. I’d never turn those into etchings.” Jonah is so fiercely private.

			But then he surprises me. “If you ever want to, you have my permission.” His thumb rubs along my bare shoulder. “Just don’t show my face.”

			“They’d know who it is,” I point out as I surreptitiously stroke his side. “There aren’t many guys with bodies like this.”

			Jonah’s physique is almost aggressively masculine, with broad shoulders and well-defined muscles. Even the loose white shirt and black pants he wears don’t disguise the shape of his bicep and thigh muscles. Yet he would never be mistaken for some Renaissance ideal in marble—he seems almost stretched thin along his lengthy limbs and his tapered waist. He is powerful, even dominant, but not invulnerable. It is this mixture of strength and gentleness that intoxicates me every time.

			He doesn’t respond directly to my compliment. That’s not his way. He says only, “I don’t even care if they know it’s me, as long as I have plausible deniability.”

			I laugh and lean closer to him, which is when I hear a woman say, “What’s this? Jonah Marks, out socializing of his own free will? Or is blackmail involved?”

			We turn to see Rosalind Campbell, a local doctor and perhaps Jonah’s closest friend outside his own family. The silky cream-colored top she has on contrasts beautifully with her dark, burnished skin and her wide smile as Jonah hugs her. As he does, I greet the woman at Rosalind’s side, her partner, Candace. We’ve only met a few times—mostly at Candace’s restaurant, which dominates Rosalind’s free time—but I’ve liked both of them since we met.

			Well. Almost since we met. When I first saw Rosalind, I thought she and Jonah were more than just friends. Looking at Candace—who’s short and perky, with cropped blonde hair and a sequined red dress—I think, Wow, was I wrong about Rosalind’s type.

			Jonah says, “You’re two to talk. Normally if you both get off work at the same time, you collapse.”

			“Normally, yes,” Candace agrees. “But a friend of mine runs the catering company that’s here tonight. Turns out they’re getting a chance to show off for the administration—it’s an incredible break for him. So I thought we’d show up and provide moral support.”

			“And get free wine and snacks,” Rosalind chimes in.

			So the caterer thinks he’s receiving a favor instead of doing one? Damn, Kip is good.

			“Besides,” Rosalind adds, taking Candace’s hand, “we wanted to celebrate.”

			“Celebrate?” I hardly get the word out before I see the diamonds glittering on Rosalind’s left finger, and on Candace’s.

			“It’s legal now, so—we finally got engaged.” Candace practically glows with happiness.

			Jonah wraps Rosalind in another hug. “Roz. That’s wonderful. Congratulations.”

			“Don’t get too sentimental yet,” Candace cautions him. “Because you realize where this is going, don’t you?”

			When Jonah gives Rosalind a puzzled look, she puts her hands on his shoulders. “Jonah Marks, as a bride to be, I hereby ask you to be my man of honor.”

			His smile widens, and my heart lifts to see him finally, completely relaxed and happy. “Did you just ask me to be a bridesmaid?”

			“A bridesman,” Rosalind corrects him. “Times are changing.”

			“For the better,” Jonah says. “Of course I will.”

			“When’s the big day?” I ask. “Or have you not set a date yet?” My friends have run the gamut, from Arturo and Shay who got married about three weeks after they got engaged, to Liz, my friend back home in New Orleans, who accepted her fiancé’s proposal two years ago and is still in no hurry to schedule the ceremony.

			Rosalind puts her arm around Candace. “August. Neither of us wants a big do, and we’ve been together so long that, honestly, we’re married already in almost every way that counts. This is more a party to celebrate what we’ve known from the start.”

			“But you still have to wear a tux, Jonah!” Candace chimes in.

			Then it’s all happy chatter about the arrangements for a while, except for some talk about the food (which is excellent) and my etching (which Rosalind recognized in a flash). Jonah’s less intrigued by the question of a wedding venue than I am, but I can tell he’s basking in his best friend’s elation.

			Many people who grew up the way Jonah did—under the control of a brutal, manipulative stepfather—wouldn’t have turned out so steady. So centered, or so able to take such simple pleasure in a friend’s happiness.

			But Jonah defies the odds every time.

			***

			Thanks to Kip’s flair for entertaining, the art show opening becomes a smash. People usually stop in, politely look around, make some chitchat and then escape within half an hour. But when Jonah and I push our way through the crush to the door, around 10:30P.M., it looks like we might be the first to leave. Laughter bubbles up in every corner, and the free-flowing champagne has combined with the happy spirit to work the best magic of all: Several pieces have sold, including mine.

			“Five hundred bucks,” I say to Jonah as we walk from the parking garage to the elevator of his apartment building. “I hope you understand that I’m very rich now.”

			“Oh, absolutely.”

			I flutter my eyelashes at him, deliberately camp. “You know, I may be in the market for a kept man.”

			Jonah shakes his head in amusement. “What would the qualifications be? If someone wanted to apply for the position, I mean.”

			The elevator doors open for us, and I wait until they begin to close again—ensuring we’re alone—before I caress his ass. “Well, you’d have to be prepared for some on-the-job training . . .”

			But the smile fades from Jonah’s face. “I didn’t think—you can’t want to.”

			“What? Why not?” He looks amazing, I’m not half bad myself in this cocktail dress, and we’ve spent the whole night in each other’s arms, nursing glasses of champagne and talking about love and romance with a newly engaged couple. “This isn’t about me. Do you not want to go to bed together?”

			Jonah puts one hand to my cheek; his fingertips brush the area just beneath my black eye. “I can’t play. Not again. Not yet.”

			“That’s all right.” I fold his arm in mine. “We’re past it now, remember?”

			For the longest time, I couldn’t have an orgasm unless I pretended I was being raped. Most of my life, I fantasized inside my head. Jonah and I acted things out for real, but we were both frustrated that my fantasy was necessary. We even tried to stop completely.

			You see how that went.

			Finally, after Mack’s would-be assault, we took several weeks to simply learn who we were in bed together without the role-playing. It was tough for me to accept that I just wouldn’t come for a long time, even tougher for Jonah to accept that I might enjoy sex without orgasm. But we learned how to enjoy each other. I finally trusted myself enough to let go. Now the fantasy is something we explore together—intensely—but it no longer defines our sex life.

			Jonah, however, can’t always compartmentalize. “When I see you like that, and I know that you got hurt because I was careless . . . Vivienne, I can’t.”

			This, too, is part of Jonah’s overprotectiveness. I resist the urge to point out that I was careless too, or to impishly suggest that there are things we could do that wouldn’t involve him looking me in the face. Jonah needs some time, and I need to respect that. “Okay,” I whisper, snuggling closer to his side. “It’s enough just to be near you.”

			He folds me in his arms and kisses my forehead. I feel as if he’s wrapping himself around me to try and shield me from any harshness or harm in the world.

			We go to bed right away, each of us wearing one of his T-shirts. Although it’s good to be held by him, I can tell that Jonah’s still very much awake. He’s still troubled by what happened, so much so that he can’t even rest. Come to think of it, he seemed kind of tired this morning, too.

			Why is he torturing himself so much about what was clearly, obviously an accident?

			I won’t pry any further tonight. Jonah and I have gotten so much better at being open and honest with one another—but sometimes, each of us needs space to work through something on our own. I sense that’s what Jonah needs now.

			Despite my resolution, the question haunts me. As we lie together in the dark, I remember how Jonah walked away from me when he first learned I was a rape victim. How he broke things off between us again when he thought we’d never be able to put the fantasy behind us. Even the way he approached me in the hospital after the Mack incident, so careful, stooping so that his height and power wouldn’t intimidate me while I was so raw.

			Guilt shuts Jonah down, I realize. Rather than do more harm, he’ll pull back entirely. In some ways, that’s been my role in our relationship since the very beginning: the one who absolves him of guilt he shouldn’t feel, the one who allows him to start moving forward again. Without someone like that in his life, I think Jonah could easily become paralyzed by his past.

			I’ve finally learned how to let the past go. But Jonah’s not there yet.

			Snuggling back against him, I pull Jonah’s arm more firmly around me. He waited a long time for me to work through my issues. I can wait for him too. As long as it takes.

			***

			A phone’s ringing startles me from my sleep. As I push myself up onto my elbows, blinking, I try to remember where I left my phone—but it’s not mine. Jonah’s phone sits in its charging dock, screen glowing brightly.

			And even from across the room, I can read the name displayed there: REBECCA.

			Jonah throws back the covers and goes for the phone. I sit up, clutching the sheet to my chest as drowsiness is replaced by worry. Rebecca is Jonah’s younger sister. She’s currently doing fieldwork as a botanist in Central America. And she’s not the type to call at three A.M. for no reason.

			“Rebecca? What’s wrong?” Jonah listens for a moment, then sucks in a breath sharply, as if he’s in pain.

			Oh, no. I want to go to him, to ask what happened, but it’s more important for him to hear what his sister has to say.

			Besides, his half of the conversation tells me enough. “Oh, my God. Are you all right? . . . You’re sure? . . . What did the doctor say? . . . No. I don’t want you going back there tonight. . . . Tell me the name of the hotel, and I’ll call, all right? And hang tight. I’m flying down tomorrow.”

			As soon as he hangs up, I say, “What happened to Rebecca?”

			“She got mugged. Walking down the street, some guy on a moped comes up and grabs her purse. Knocks her down, drags her a few feet, then drives away and leaves her sprawled on the asphalt.” Jonah sits down heavily on the bed, as if even envisioning this happening to his younger sister has hurt him too badly to stand. “Thank God she had her phone in her pocket instead of her bag. But that’s about all she has left.”

			“Was she injured?”

			“Cuts and bruises, she says. And I can tell from the way she was talking that her lip is split.” He puts one hand to his forehead, steadying himself. “I told her not to go home tonight, because that guy now has her address and her keys.”

			For a moment, the memory of Mack’s assault flickers in my mind—the way he grabbed me from behind, pushed his way through the door into my kitchen, ski mask over his face—

			I force down the panic by remembering what happened next, namely my picking up a marble canister and smashing Mack’s face in. Once I can breathe again, I say, “So you’re going down to Belize, right?”

			“Yes.” Jonah pauses. “You know you’re welcome to come. And you know you don’t have to.”

			“I’ll come. I want to help.”

			“I’m sure Rebecca will appreciate that.”

			Although I nod, I know I’m not just going down there for Rebecca.

			Strong and powerful as Jonah is, he can’t fully defend himself against the wounds of his childhood. And when he’s with his family—even the ones he loves and trusts—those wounds reopen.

			I want to be by Jonah’s side when he once again confronts his past.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Central America sounds so far away, but it turns out the flight to Belize only lasts about five hours. Jonah’s late father was a cofounder of Oceanic Airlines, so he’s pretty much able to just call up, ask if two business-class tickets are available, and then claim them. We’ll leave in the early evening, about four P.M., so that gives me time to head home, pack a few things, and check in with everyone.

			Jonah remains troubled. I don’t think he slept at all after Rebecca phoned.

			“Are you sure you’re all right?” I ask as I pull on a T-shirt from my drawer in his dresser.

			“I’m fine,” he says shortly. He stands at the door of his closet, staring at his clothes as if they’ll announce which ones he should pack.

			It’s not indecision holding him fast. I know Jonah well enough for that. I’ve seen him like this, but only at certain moments—always when he was thinking about how I had been hurt before. To some degree it helps, knowing that Jonah’s reaction isn’t all about me. This is how he gets when anyone he loves is injured or endangered: silent, moody, and still, but with anger boiling hot just beneath the surface. Nor does he lash out the way immature, violent goons do. Instead he bottles it up inside.

			That can’t be good for him. I open my mouth to ask him whether he and his therapist have talked through this, but I shut it without saying a word. Jonah’s process with his therapist has to be his own to navigate. I can’t do that work for him, any more than he could solve the problems I take to Doreen.

			“I’ll be back by two,” I promise as I go to his side. When I go on tiptoe to kiss his cheek, Jonah slides his arms around me and holds me close, only for a moment. This is as close as he’s ever come to asking for comfort.

			I close my eyes as we embrace. It feels good, being able to be there for him the way he’s been for me. I wish it happened more often.

			I wish he’d let that happen.

			***

			At my little rental house on the south side of town, I water my plants, take out the trash and pack a few things in my lavender duffel bag. One of the few things I know about Belize is that it’s in Central America, which means it’s going to be even hotter and more humid than Texas in summer. So I stick to simple, practical basics: a couple of cotton skirts, a pair of wide-legged linen pants, tank tops, an old button-up Jonah left over here that now gets worn mostly as my cover-up, and comfortable sandals.

			In other words, flat sandals. The high-heeled ones are staying home.

			On my way out of Jonah’s apartment, I had texted both Geordie and the Gillespie-Ortizes to find out if they could meet me for a quick meal at Kerbey Lane. Normally we’d have to wait thirty minutes at least for a table at any of the popular brunch places in town, but between semesters, the crowds aren’t as fierce. Geordie gets back to me right away with a yes, but only as I pull into the Kerbey Lane lot does my phone buzz with Shay’s reply. Once I’ve parked, I look down and read: We can’t today, sorry. Have fun in Belize!

			Well, okay. But it hits me just how long it’s been since I did anything fun with Arturo and Shay. We went from hanging out all the time to mostly meeting up in groups when Carmen made plans, to a point where I don’t think I’ve even seen them in a month.

			New babies, I tell myself. That’s just how it is. New parents don’t have as much time to hang out.

			Maybe that’s all there is to it . . . but maybe not.

			I remain deep in thought as I walk inside the diner, which means I don’t even see Geordie waiting for me in a booth until he waves with both hands. “You were a million miles away there,” he says in his soft Scottish burr, chuckling, as I sit opposite him. Then his smile fades. “Oh, my God, what happened to your face? I put that poorly. It’s still a lovely face. But—”

			“High heels and a dark stairwell. You know how it goes.”

			“Oh, definitely. Remember the time I went arse over kettle in my stilettos?”

			Despite my preoccupation, I have to laugh. Of all the guys I know, Geordie’s probably the last one who’d ever cross-dress. This is kind of ironic, given how he insists on wearing his kilt to formal occasions, but if I get Geordie started on how kilts are actually so much more badass and masculine than trousers, we’ll be here for a week.

			“Now, what’s this about Central America?” Geordie says. “Don’t tell me—you’re fleeing the police.” Then he goes pale. “Oh, dear God. Not funny at all. Forgive me, Vivienne.”

			He just tripped over the very uncomfortable fact that Jonah was briefly suspected of being the Austin Stalker, an accusation that made it to the press. However, since Mack’s arrest, that particular shadow has faded. “It’s okay. I know what you meant. Or didn’t mean. Whatever.”

			“Nobody’s giving him shit about what happened to your eye, are they?” Geordie shakes his head. He instinctively trusts Jonah not to hurt me, or trusts me to tell the truth. Probably the latter.

			That trust allows me to say, “No one blames Jonah except Jonah himself. Though it really was about high heels and a dark stairwell—”

			“No more details!”

			“You weren’t getting any.”

			Geordie’s face looks like he just drank milk that turned out to be sour, but he manages to say, “You’ve got to be careful, you know.”

			“I know. We both know. It was just an accident, that’s all.”

			Mercifully, the waitress appears, giving us an out for this uncomfortable conversation.

			The thing is, only two people in my life know the truth about what Jonah and I do together. One is my therapist, Doreen, who is trained to handle this kind of thing. The other is my Scottish ex-boyfriend, who is definitely not trained for it. Normally an ex would be the last person I’d confide in about my current relationship. But Geordie knew about my kink already, and during a weak moment while Jonah and I were broken up, I wound up spilling out the entire story.

			No doubt Geordie profoundly wishes he didn’t know. Sometimes I wish that too. Today, however, I’m glad there’s one person in my life I can talk to about this, even obliquely. We were always more friends than lovers, which is one reason we can discuss the situation. And Geordie is definitely the only one who understands how deep my trust in Jonah goes.

			When the waitress leaves, I do Geordie a favor and change the subject. “I asked Arturo and Shay along, but they couldn’t make it. Has Nicolas been sick or something?”

			“What? No. He’s healthy as can be.” Geordie smiles fondly. He’s wound up becoming a surrogate uncle to little Nicolas Gillespie-Ortiz. “Just two nights ago, the little guy was crawling like anything. Well, not real crawling, sort of scooting around on his stomach, but he’s picking up speed—”

			“Wait. Two nights ago?”

			Geordie gives me an odd look. “Yeah. I brought some Chinese takeout over. We watched Spaceballs, which doesn’t hold up as well as you’d think. Young Frankenstein, on the other hand . . . Hold on. What’s wrong?”

			“I’d asked them if they wanted to do dinner that night, but they begged off.”

			Geordie’s face takes on the pained horror shared by anyone who inadvertently reveals someone else’s social snubbing. “Oh, you know, it was really last minute. Totally casual. I practically descended on them with General Tso’s chicken in hand.”

			I nod like I’m buying it and quickly change the topic to how hot it might be in Belize. But inside, I keep turning over this new, hard fact in my mind: Two of my best friends in the world have shut me out. Deliberately. And I have no idea why.

			***

			“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Jonah says as our plane begins its descent into Belize City that evening. Although he remains silent about his own feelings, I finally got him to talk about mine. “Geordie’s probably right. You have to make it easy for new parents. At least, that’s what Rosalind says.”

			Rosalind’s an obstetrician, the one who delivered Nicolas. I assume she knows what she’s talking about in this area. But I’m too close to Arturo and Shay to accept that as an excuse. “I do make it easy for them. Hanging out at the townhouse, even just running errands together . . . we’ve always found the time.”

			“Do they have any reason to be angry with you?” Jonah asks bluntly.

			I’ve been scouring my mind for any possible sour moment or accidentally unkind remark, for hours, without success. “Not that I can remember.”

			“Then they’re not angry,” he says, like it really is that simple. “Maybe they need time to themselves for a while.”

			“But what if—”

			“Vivienne.” Jonah’s hand closes over mine. “Whatever it is, it’s not about you.”

			If only I could believe him. But then my ears start to tighten, and I have to concentrate on more prosaic concerns, i.e., stuffing a couple sticks of spearmint gum in my mouth.

			The Belize City airport is neither as nice as the average American airport nor as broken down as it would be in some crappy movie. Basically, it looks like something built in a smaller city around 1975—efficient and clean, just old-fashioned. Jonah and I walk into the tropical night hand in hand to find the driver Jonah hired waiting for us in a small white car parked beneath a broad palm tree. The warmth and humidity in the air reminds me of July in New Orleans: sultry in the darkness, but no doubt oppressive during the day. With Jonah in his linen shirt and cargo pants, and me in a denim shirtdress and straw hat, I feel as though we’re beginning some exotic adventure.

			Then we get in the car to hear the radio playing “Uptown Funk.” I sigh. Some things really are the same the whole world over.

			Rebecca’s home down here is in Belize City itself, which surprised me when Jonah first told me. I had imagined that a botanist doing research would be living out in the jungle in some kind of picturesque hut. But Belize City turns out to be fairly small for a national capital, with only about seventy thousand people; the outskirts of town are as close to the wild as anyone needs to be.

			“If you won’t be comfortable at Rebecca’s, you and I can always get a hotel,” Jonah promises. “Even tonight, whatever hour—”

			“Jonah. It’s okay. We’re here for Rebecca. The rest is irrelevant.”

			He puts his arm around me in wordless thanks. But there’s still something overly gentle, almost tentative, about the way he touches me.

			Even in the dark, he can see the stain of my black eye.

			Traffic in Belize City is its own kind of nightmare. In Central America, apparently, traffic lanes and signals are less “rules,” more “suggestions.” We make it to Rebecca’s within a half hour anyway. The driver pulls up in front of a white stucco house with turquoise shutters and door so vibrant that the color remains clear in the nighttime. Clay-red tiles cover the roof, and while the house isn’t on stilts, it’s raised off the ground by a tall slab of concrete beneath. A broad porch circles the entire house, and one shadow looks as though it might be a hammock dangling from two of the struts. The road became gravel about a mile back, and we are far from Belize City’s lights. This is the very edge of town. Beyond this lie palms and other trees, stretching into what seems like infinity. A little thrill runs through me, just from the experience of being someplace so new.

			I think maybe I need to travel more.

			As we walk toward the stairs that lead up to the door, it opens. The sliver of light widens to paint a thin female silhouette. Jonah quickens his steps, and I let him go ahead. This should be between him and his sister.

			“Rebecca.” He hugs her with a sigh of relief. “Thank God you’re okay.”

			“I’m fine,” she murmurs, in the soft voice I remember from our one meeting via Skype. Her pale slim arms wrap around him, revealing some of her cuts and bruises. For a moment she seems almost wraithlike in her fragility.

			But then she extricates herself from Jonah’s embrace and comes down the steps to greet me. Rebecca’s sleeveless T-shirt and shorts reveal both her wounds and the wiry muscles beneath the skin. Her pale, gray-blue eyes, so like Jonah’s, lock with mine—a level of directness some people might find disconcerting. But I recognize Jonah in that, too.

			She’s somehow both ethereal and grounded. Unremarkable and compelling. You might walk right past her on the street, but from the moment you first really look at her, it’s hard to look away.

			Rebecca Marks is going to be an interesting puzzle to figure out.

			“Hi.” I offer her my hand instead of a hug. Instinctively I sense she needs that space, that time to consider a new person in her life. “It’s good to meet you in person.”

			“You too, Vivienne.” Rebecca’s voice is soft. “You didn’t have to come.”

			From some people, that would sound like a passive-aggressive brush-off. However, Rebecca says it with sincerity, even surprise, like she’s touched I would even consider helping out.

			Jonah, Rebecca and their step-siblings Maddox and Elise—they all learned early not to rely on anyone but each other. Carter Hale taught them that in the cruelest possible ways. Maddox seems to have ignored that lesson, but Jonah and Elise have only now begun to allow other people into their lives. Where does Rebecca stand?

			“C’mon, you guys. Let’s get inside before mosquitos eat us alive.” Rebecca sighs. “I don’t have much left, but I do have cold beer.”

			Rebecca’s surroundings are bare, in a way that feels stark and yet aesthetically pleasing: stone-tiled floors, a ceiling fan that looks like it might be from the 1940s, a simple metal table and chairs by the small kitchen area, a desk against the far wall beneath dozens of pinned images of leaves and flowers—mostly orchids. One gorgeous bloom with sun-gold petals looks familiar, and I realize I’ve seen a version of that photo before. But then it was almost as large as an entire wall, the centerpiece of the hottest nightclub in Chicago.

			“Maddox’s club is the Orchid,” I say. “Did he let you name it?”

			“No.” Rebecca ducks her head, as if shy. “But he says my pictures inspired him.”

			Now that we’re in the lamplight, the extent of her injuries becomes clear. Red, ragged scrapes all along her knees and left calf make my skin prickle in sympathetic pain. Dark bruises shadow her shoulder, and a tan-colored Ace bandage wraps her left wrist. One of her thin lips remains swollen and red; a darker line reveals where it was split open yesterday.

			Jonah must have spent this entire day burning with the need to do something for his younger sister, because he immediately goes into solution mode. “Okay. You need new identification, so I brought a copy of your birth certificate. I can take you to the US Embassy tomorrow to start the whole process of getting a new passport, temporary driver’s license, all of that. We’ll need to get your locks changed. I got an emergency debit card for my own account, so you can use that until we get your own.” He pulls it from his wallet and sets it on the table. “Plus I brought plenty of cash—American dollars, but you said everyone here accepts that—”

			“They do,” Rebecca interjects. “But I’m all right, Jonah. The locks have been changed already. All I needed from you was the birth certificate.”

			Jonah gives her a look. “When I said I was coming down, you said you wanted me to.”

			“Not to fix things.” She smiles crookedly. “Just to be here. You know?”

			I nod, because I know exactly how Rebecca’s feeling. After being assaulted so cruelly by someone, you feel . . . degraded. Like you were no more to them than a thing to abuse. Only being around people who loved me and looked out for me soothed that pain. “Okay,” I say. “A couple days of distraction and TLC, then. Does that sound about right?”

			Rebecca’s smile widens. “Sounds perfect.”

			Jonah clearly wants to do something more concrete to help her. He so badly wants solutions to every problem, when some of them can’t be fixed. Only outlasted. But he’s empathetic enough to follow his sister’s lead. He nods once in surrender.

			We busy ourselves settling in. Looks like Jonah and I will be sharing an air mattress, which might be the most comfortable option in this muggy heat. Rebecca brings us bottles of beer, the brown glass frosty-cold against our palms. The one true luxury she owns is a speaker dock for her phone, which she sets to play some R&B beneath our conversation.

			“So,” she says as she sits down with us, “how was the trip?”

			Jonah has an almost incredulous look on his face. He came all the way to Central America to save the day, and instead he has almost nothing to do. I can tell he’s about to say something to this effect, so I lay one hand on his arm, a silent warning. Although Jonah may not understand what it is Rebecca needs right now, I do.

			She wants to move on. She wants something else to think about. Above all, she wants to be with people who care about her. The mugger told her she was nothing; we’re here to tell her differently. We do that just by being here, and following her lead.

			“The flight was great.” I smile over at Jonah. “I’m still getting used to the perks of dating the son of a guy who founded an airline.”

			Rebecca sighs melodramatically. “I never know whether a man loves me for myself or for the SkyLounge access.”

			Jonah finally realizes what’s needed here and says, “If he ever flies coach just to see you, you’ll know it’s love.” Rebecca laughs, probably for the first time since the mugging. My heart melts a little when I see the relief in Jonah’s eyes. He wants so badly to help.

			So we chat about safe, silly things: our plans for the summer, fun things to do in Austin, Rebecca’s plans to apply for a fellowship that would keep her in Belize for another couple of years after her current funding runs out at the end of the year. She perks up the most when Jonah mentions my art, which means I wind up explaining the fairly complicated process of creating an etching. This gives me plenty of time to study her.

			Rebecca wears no makeup, and her brown hair is pulled back into a messy, indifferent ponytail. Her face is longer than Jonah’s, a pale oval with freckles dusted across her cheeks and nose. When I first saw her via a computer screen, I thought she looked raw-boned, even plain. That illusion vanished once I finally saw her smile. When she talks, laughs, or listens attentively, the light in her eyes illuminates her features. There’s a classic quality to her, understated but lovely all the same.

			My mother’s voice, never fully banished from my head, whispers, She’d be so pretty if she’d just make an effort.

			But while I’m damned to know what Mom’s opinion would be about everything, I don’t have to share it. I like Rebecca better for not “making an effort.” She dares the world to take her exactly as she is.

			I also watch how Rebecca and Jonah treat each other. His sister Elise’s bad relationship has muddied how he interacts with her; Elise remains defensive and he remains disapproving. Their love shines through regardless, but they leave a lot unsaid. With Maddox, Jonah was more at ease than I’ve ever seen him with anyone else. Some of that is just Maddox, one of the warmest people I’ve ever met; by the time I’d known him a few hours, I felt as if we’d been friends for ages. No wonder Jonah confides in Maddox in a way I don’t think he approaches with anyone else but me.

			Rebecca seems to stand between those two extremes. She doesn’t open up the way Maddox does, but she obviously delights in being with Jonah again. Mostly she shines with little-sister adoration—the way I used to look at Chloe, once, when I was a kid and didn’t know any better. At other moments, though, when Jonah isn’t looking directly, her smile falters. She adores her brother, and yet she’s always holding something back.

			“Did you have any time to enjoy Japan at all?” Rebecca asks as we each drink our second beer of the night.

			Jonah shrugs. “Spent most of my time there doing exactly what I do at home, which is studying seismographic readings.”

			Rebecca cocks her head, almost pitying. “You didn’t do anything new?”

			“I missed Vivienne,” he says, surprising me. I knew he missed me—but I wouldn’t have expected him to say so. He’s more open with Rebecca than she is with him. Her devotion seems to be a key that unlocks the softer words he sometimes leaves unspoken. “That, I wasn’t used to. Nor do I plan to get used to it.”

			His broad hand covers mine, and I squeeze it. “He invited me along, you know,” I say to Rebecca. “I couldn’t go this time.”

			“Is there going to be a next time?” She looks between the two of us.

			“I could probably set up a research semester in Kyoto if I wanted.” This is the first time Jonah’s mentioned it. When I look up at him, he’s smiling down at me. “But I won’t do it until Vivienne is free to come along.”

			Five or six months in Japan? I don’t have any idea how I’d support myself through that. Maybe Jonah’s tacitly offering to be the breadwinner during what would be the first time we lived together. (Having a drawer at Jonah’s place doesn’t count.) I’m not sure how I feel about that yet.

			What I am sure of is that Jonah’s talking about our future, and that makes me as happy as I’ve been in a long time.

			Jonah is the first to crash. His sleepless hours from the last couple of nights demand their due, and soon we’re making up the air mattress in the center of this large, bare room. But I’m not wound down from the flight yet, and I want to let Jonah fall deeply asleep before I start jostling him. So I say, “I’m going to hang out on the porch for a while. De-stress.”

			“Sounds good,” Rebecca says. “I’ll join you.”

			The average guy, well aware he was about to be discussed at length, would’ve either run interference or joked about it. Jonah’s more secure than that, and more tired too. “You guys have fun,” he says as he sinks down onto the air mattress. He’s already almost asleep.

			Together Rebecca and I tiptoe out onto the porch, half-empty beer bottles in hand. She leads me around the corner, to the far side of the house, where the sound of our voices won’t disturb Jonah’s sleep. No hammock waits here, so we both sit down on the battered old wood of the porch. Moonlight shines on numerous flowerpots lining the porch railing, each filled with a vibrantly flowering plant. “So,” I say, “when you get done taking care of plants for work, you come home and take care of plants for fun.”

			I’m teasing her, and expect her to respond with a joke herself. Instead Rebecca leans close. “Listen,” she says. “I love Jonah. He means the world to me, and I want him to be happy. It’s obvious you make him happy.”

			Is this the don’t-hurt-my-brother-or-I’ll-hurt you speech? Rebecca Marks doesn’t seem like the type.

			That’s not where she’s going with this. She fixes me in her fierce, unblinking gaze. “But if Jonah did that to you, you have to leave. Protect yourself.”

			“What—the black eye?” It’s stopped hurting by now; I’d almost forgotten about it. “No! Jonah would never, ever, in a thousand years hit me.” Well, not outside of a very particular context where he has my full consent, but that’s all in the realm of Stuff the Baby Sister Doesn’t Need to Know. I’m torn between feeling angry on Jonah’s behalf, and hurt for him. “You’re his sister. You should know better.”

			My reaction doesn’t faze Rebecca for an instant. “I’m his sister,” she agrees, her voice still low and even. “I know where we came from. We all survived Redgrave House, but not one of us got out unscathed. Not even Maddox.”

			“Jonah’s told me,” I say quietly.

			“If any one of us had been raised in that house alone, I don’t know what we would’ve become. We overcame that together, with each other, for each other. But it doesn’t go away.”

			This part I know is true from my own experience. Maybe Rebecca senses that shared knowledge between us, because she gives me a small smile, and when she speaks again, her voice has gentled.

			“Everything we went through during our childhood—it’s like a minefield we have to work our way through, every single day. And you want to believe they’ve all been defused, that it’s safe now, and you can move on. But you always know, always, that something could go wrong. The wire could get tripped. And that mine will explode.”

			What strikes me most is that Rebecca isn’t trying to warn me about Jonah as much as she’s trying to explain herself. As hard as it is to imagine this quiet, soft-spoken woman turning to violence, she believes that she could.

			And when do we feel more like doing violence than when violence has just been done to us? The scars on her skin testify to the vividness of her pain.

			“I didn’t think it was likely that Jonah had hurt you,” she says. “If I did, I wouldn’t have let him hang and have fun all evening. He’d have been out on his ass. Still, I can’t forget the possibility. None of us can. The minute we forget to guard against our worst instincts—that’s when they’ll overcome us.”

			“Okay. I hear you,” I say. “But everything’s all right. Jonah hasn’t forgotten, I promise. This shiner is due to some stupid high-heeled shoes. End of story.”

			End of the PG-rated version, anyway.

			Rebecca nods. Relief washes over her, and I watch her lean back against the railing, relaxed again as she takes a swig of beer. “High heels,” she says in disgust. “Never could stand them. I threw out my last pair two years ago.”

			“My hero.” I clink my beer against hers.

			“You said that I take care of plants for fun.”

			Oh, crap. Just when I thought we’d gotten the conversation back on track. Did Rebecca think I was calling her boring?

			She keeps speaking. “It’s not for fun, exactly. But it’s something I need. Coming from—where Jonah and I came from—it can be so hard to believe that you could be good for anyone or anything. That you won’t contaminate every living thing you ever touch. Every single flower out here, every single green leaf . . . they prove that’s not true.”

			“Prove it to who?” I ask, though I’m pretty sure I already know.

			Sure enough, she answers, “To myself.”

			Her feelings ring true. I’ve seen the same shadows within Jonah.

			Rebecca and I lapse into small talk, inconsequential but comfortable. After about half an hour we part well, though again without a hug. But the smile she gives me is sincere. Then I tiptoe back into the main room to see Jonah sprawled on his belly, dead to the world. The sheet covers him only to the waist, exposing his broad, muscled back. His strong profile is silhouetted against the white pillowcase, and the sheet is thin enough for me to clearly trace the lines of his amazing ass, his long legs.

			If he were any less tired, I don’t know if I could resist waking him up and having him here and now.

			But he is tired. I undress right there, in the middle of the room, moonlight painting my skin pale blue as I peel off my clothes and my bra. In the sultry summer heat, I’d prefer to sleep naked, but this is not really an option when you’re staying on someone’s living room floor. So I settle on a flimsy tank top and very carefully crawl into bed beside Jonah, both of us covered by one thin white sheet.

			It wouldn’t have mattered if I jumped up and down on his pillow. Jonah is out cold. Good. He needs to rest.

			As I lie next to him, I think about what Rebecca said to me. Does Jonah see it that way too? Does he feel like he spends his whole life crossing the minefield his stepfather laid for him?

			It hits me all at once. All this time, I’ve been talking and thinking about recovering from my past trauma—but for me, at least, it’s the past. For Jonah, in some ways, it’s still happening.

			Am I the proof he can be good for someone? Or do our games prove to him that he’ll never be free of the poison inside?

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			When do you know that you deeply, truly love another person?

			Movies and ads tell us the cues will be big and splashy: kisses in the rain, public avowals of passion, an enormous diamond ring, even a gift-wrapped Lexus in the driveway.

			What I know is, if you can wait in bureaucratic offices alongside another human being and then stand in line with him for hours, sometimes without air conditioning, and never once regret being by his side? That’s love.

			Jonah, Rebecca, and I finally walk out of the consulate in the late afternoon, each of us worn out. “I can’t believe they couldn’t help you more than that,” Jonah says shortly. He’s pushed the sleeves of his black linen shirt up to his elbow; this, combined with his dark expression, makes him look more like a brawler than someone who just filled out forms in triplicate.

			“It’s Saturday,” Rebecca reminds him. She has remained the calmest of us all, by far. “We’re lucky they were able to do this much. Besides, I have the essentials.” She pats the side of her new bag—a crossbody one with reinforced straps Jonah and I bought for her at the Austin airport. Within it now are the debit card Jonah provided and temporary ID she can use until her new passport arrives.

			“You need more than the essentials.” I’ve seen Rebecca squinting against the sunlight throughout the day. So I point further down the road, toward an area with what looks like cafes and stores. “Sunglasses? Sunblock? Some Chapstick?”

			“Sounds like a plan,” Rebecca says. Jonah, whose temper has been better, clearly isn’t in the mood to shop. But he’d never deny his sister anything she needed, so he nods shortly as we set out that way.

			Jonah’s mood remains . . . not black. But dark gray at best. The anger he feels toward his sister’s unknown attacker has nowhere to go, and the day’s countless irritations have surely only made it worse. I’m not exactly on cloud nine myself.

			What eclipses my mood, however, is the thought that Jonah can be angry—furious, even—and I am not afraid.

			I’ve always been terrified by open anger, to a deep, irrational degree. That terror didn’t begin when Anthony raped me; he pretended everything was friendly and fine the whole time. It goes all the way back to Mom. My mother never struck me or Chloe once in our lives, not even a spanking. And yet somehow, even as a small child, I always believed she might. Once she lost her temper, which was often, it was like she didn’t have any brakes left. She’d shriek and shout, back me into a corner, and go on and on about everything I’d done wrong, starting with whatever set her off and encompassing every other error or fault she could remember. Her reaction didn’t always fit the crime. Once, when I accidentally spilled a bowl of popcorn, Mom went at me for nearly an hour. But when Liz and I got caught sneaking in at three A.M. after a senior year party, Mom sourly told me I was grounded for the rest of the weekend, then returned to bed.

			Her unpredictability made it worse, somehow. I couldn’t guess how bad Mom’s reaction would be, or what would set her off. All I knew was that, at any given moment, for nearly any reason, my mother’s wrath would be unleashed, and no escape was possible.

			(She did this to Chloe too, but less often, partly because Chloe has always been Mom’s favorite, but also because my sister had a better instinct for what would spark our mother’s temper. I don’t think Mom ever yelled at Dad like that, at least not where Chloe and I could hear it. He never shouted at all, which for years made me treasure him as the only safe person in our family. It wasn’t until I was an adult in therapy that I seriously considered the fact that Dad would have heard Mom shrieking at me—not once, but dozens or even hundreds of times—and never stuck up for me once.)

			In darker moments, I’ve wondered whether that fear contributed to my rape. Maybe, if I hadn’t been so afraid of Anthony getting angry with me, I would’ve fought back, or pushed him, or even screamed. Probably not: Anthony knew what he wanted and knew how to confuse and intimidate me into cooperation. But I can’t know for sure whether a little less fear on my part would’ve changed things.

			Not knowing is the worst of all.

			Through therapy and pure determination, I’ve become much better at standing up for myself. I’ve learned better how to cope with other people’s tempers. But it’s never been easy for me, and it never will be. It’s hard for me to spend time around anyone who’s mad.

			Anyone, that is, except for Jonah. Even now, when he’s glowering with ill-repressed anger, I feel totally safe with him. I understand on every level that he won’t blow up at me. He will not harm me, no matter what. Jonah hasn’t only won over my conscious, adult self; he has managed to comfort the frightened little girl deep inside and convince her there’s nothing to fear.

			Is that because of our games, where I see how good he is at taking himself to the brink but never losing control? Because I understand his tumultuous history? Or is it just some deep, undefined quality unique to Jonah?

			It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad I’ve found him.

			I hook my arm through his. Jonah glances over—not so much annoyed as surprised that I’m being especially affectionate while he’s growling like a bear. When I smile up at him, he manages to smile back, however crookedly.

			The shops and cafes along this stretch of the street are fairly touristy. Restaurants advertise “tropical” cocktails; on the sidewalks stand spinning display racks for postcards and magnets. Tourist shops carry some of the stuff Rebecca needs most, so within a few moments she’s trying on various sunglasses. Jonah starts going through the maps as fiercely as if he plans to interrogate them.

			I linger by the postcards. One of them shows a glossy image of Mayan ruins—a pyramid, I think.

			Libby would love that.

			My heart aches even thinking about my little niece, who is both one of the people I love most in the world and Anthony’s daughter, with Anthony’s eyes. Since Chloe and Anthony reconciled, I see Libby less than ever. Neither my sister nor my mom puts her on the phone as often. Libby’s not old enough to have her own social media accounts, so we can’t be in touch independently. From now on, I’ll only get to see her at major holidays . . . if I’m willing to come home, spend time with my rapist and the people who believe him, and accept that without a word.

			Before, I always made myself do it. Now that they’ve all chosen, yet again, to bury the truth, I don’t think I can make that sacrifice any longer. Jonah and my friends are as much family as I’m going to have in a long time.

			But at least I can send Libby a postcard. At least she can see something wondrous and amazing in another part of the world, and know that I’m here, thinking of her.

			***

			I write my message that evening, as we hang out by the waterfront.

			Dear Libby, I’m visiting a country called Belize. Do you know where that is? It’s in Central America. Get Granddaddy to show you on the globe in his study. Uncle Jonah and I are sitting by the water, enjoying the view.

			Belize is famous for its beaches, but Belize City has almost none. Mangroves line this part of the coast instead, so Rebecca brought us to the place where small tour boats set out for the more idyllic tropical islands nearby. Our drive here took me aback. None of the places Jonah and I had visited so far prepared me for the rundown look of Belize City beyond its most upscale or touristy streets. Enormous potholes turn the pavement half to rubble. Colonial-style wooden structures would be beautiful if they were repaired, instead of being left to lean oppressively against newer, uglier buildings of concrete. I don’t want to be an “ugly American,” but this isn’t a place I’d willingly move to.

			Rebecca’s share of her inheritance means she could spend her whole life on a luxury yacht if she wanted. Instead she’s chosen detailed, difficult scientific work in a country far from home. Jonah, too, went into the sciences, and while he still lives in the U.S., he can and does take off to other countries for his work at a moment’s notice.

			They’re both intelligent, I think as I sit at the picnic table on the dock. Cruise-ship tourists mill around me, and selfie sticks sway nearby like strands of seaweed in the ocean. Jonah and Rebecca both need to be completely, totally absorbed by their interests. And they both need freedom.

			That makes it all the more amazing, and beautiful, that Jonah has chosen to link himself to me.

			“Here you go.” Jonah returns to my side, plates of food stacked so smoothly on his hands and arms that I wonder whether he ever waited tables. “Belize cuisine for you.”

			I peer down at my dinner. “They look like tamales.”

			“Yep, they’re tamales,” confirms Rebecca as she walks up with various neon-colored cocktails in her hands. “But the sauces are different—and besides, I thought you’d rather have that than boiled pig tails.”

			I’d rather be the ugliest American of all time than eat pig tails. “Tamales it is.”

			“Rebecca says we should head back on Monday.” Jonah looks from his sister to me. “I told her I’m in for a longer haul than one weekend. But if you have things to do on campus—”

			“Jonah, really,” Rebecca interjects. “This isn’t a test of your commitment as a brother, all right? I needed some comfort and someone to help me weed through all this bureaucratic bullshit. You’ve given me that already.”

			“And I can keep doing that,” he insists.

			I hold up my hands in the time-out signal. “She’s saying, in the politest possible way, that we need to leave.”

			Rebecca looks vaguely guilty, but doesn’t contradict me. It takes Jonah a moment to reply. “Well—at least let me tell Maddox—”

			“Don’t tell Maddox.” Rebecca’s pale eyes widen, as though Jonah has suggested something far more dangerous. “You know how he gets. He’ll run down here without taking care of anything back home, probably without even telling anybody where he’s going . . . just don’t.”

			So Maddox has an overprotective mode even more powerful than his brother’s? And while Jonah is the careful, controlled one, Maddox is impulsive, maybe even reckless. I mentally file this information away for later.

			Jonah can’t let go. “You need someone down here.”

			“No. I needed someone down here. Now I need you to go.” Rebecca struggles for the words.

			I know what she’s trying to say. “At first, after something like that—you need to be helped up. But then you need to prove to yourself that you can stand on your own.” Rebecca’s eyes meet mine, and I add, “That’s it, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah,” she says. “Something like that.”

			Jonah surrenders with a nod, but I can tell he’s not convinced. He believes there’s more he could do for his sister, that there’s more she needs. Really, he’s the one who needs to do more for her. But he knows when to step back.

			I lean closer to him, gently flirtatious as I dip my straw toward his cocktail. “Can I have a taste?”

			“Of course,” he says, finally able to smile. “You never drink stuff like this at home.”

			“You know me, I love new experiences.”

			Rebecca raises an eyebrow. “But you wouldn’t try the pig tails?”

			“Oh, hell, no.” That gets both Jonah and Rebecca to laugh, and the earlier tension fades.

			As dinner ends, dusk begins to darken the sky. Night already lines the far edge of the water, and soon the sun will sink beneath the hills and trees behind us. Before I go, though, I want to finish Libby’s postcard. After all, I told her I was writing it by the water’s edge.

			My pen hovers above the postcard, wondering how to conclude. See you soon! Not likely. Wish you were here! No, because the only way that would be remotely possible would be if her parents had come along for the trip—my rapist, plus my sister who knowingly stays married to him.

			My expression must have changed at the mere thought of Anthony, because Rebecca leans toward me. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah. I’m fine.”

			I imagine Libby’s golden hair and her big smile, remember how she snuggled up to Jonah and me at Christmas, and finally write the simple truth: I miss you, and I love you—Aunt Vivi.

			***

			That night, once Rebecca has turned in and Jonah and I lie beneath the thin sheet on the air mattress, we talk through it in whispers.

			“What if that guy comes back here?” Jonah says. “She needs someone in the house with her.”

			“Her address in Belize isn’t on any of her ID here. Rebecca told us that, remember?” I lay one hand on his chest.

			But he stares up at the ceiling fan, disquieted. “It can’t be as simple as that.”

			“There’s nothing simple about getting over an attack. But the hard stuff—making yourself brave again, going back to your life—you can’t do that for her. She has to do it herself.”

			“I know.” He covers his face for a moment, the heels of his hands on his eyes. “I just wish I could do more.”

			“You need to feel like you can be good for someone,” I murmur. “You never stop needing to prove that to yourself.”

			Jonah pulls away his hands as he turns his head toward me. “Did Rebecca tell you that?”

			“Not exactly. But being here helped me to see it.”

			Obviously he’d like to argue with me, but he holds back. Maybe Jonah is only now realizing this about himself.

			I snuggle closer to his side. “Is that why it bothered you so much, my fall the other day? Because you felt it proved you’d always wind up hurting me?”

			He lies silently for so long that at first I think I’ve pushed him too soon. But then I realize he’s considering this deeply. Questioning himself.

			At last he says, “The darkness inside me—I’ve never given in to it. I never will. But it doesn’t go away. Our games have been the only way I’ve ever found to turn that into something good. First it was just about indulging myself and being able to get you off too. I loved that feeling, knowing your fantasy inside out, by instinct. Knowing I could give you exactly what you needed.”

			“You always do,” I murmur. Desire kindles within me, a small, warm flame inside. But this conversation is more important.

			“When we started falling for each other, it all seemed perfect.” Jonah turns to look at me, open and vulnerable in a way I’ve rarely seen before. “But after finding out about Anthony—I felt like I was hurting someone who’d already been hurt too much. That I wasn’t good for you at all, just dragging you down with me.”

			“But, Jonah—”

			“It helps you. I know that now. You relive your nightmare and defeat it, every time, by turning it into your fantasy. Your choice. And I love being able to give you that. But when you fell the other day—you know, for that first moment, I thought you were going down that flight of steps. You could’ve broken an arm, received a concussion. You could even have been killed.”

			I never thought about how it must have looked to Jonah: my body falling away from him, toward a long, dark, forbidding stairwell. I hardly even had time to realize what was going on before I’d whacked my head; after that, I mostly felt stupid and hated my shoes. For Jonah, that was a moment when he saw himself losing me.

			“Yeah, it was an accident,” he says in a low voice. “But it was partly my fault for choosing such a damned ridiculous place. And I can’t stop thinking about what might have happened. I was trying to give you something, to be with you body and soul, but it all went bad anyway. And I might’ve lost the best thing in my life.”

			I roll over to kiss him, my mouth atop his. Jonah’s broad hands find my waist and my thigh as he pulls me atop him, straddling him on the air mattress. Our kisses deepen and intensify, the pace quickening as I begin to move against him. Through the cotton of my panties and his boxers, I feel his cock getting hard.

			But Jonah breaks the kiss to gasp, “Vivienne, we can’t. Not here.”

			“Wouldn’t want to abuse Rebecca’s hospitality,” I murmur. “Follow me.”

			With that, I rise from the bed and go out onto the deck again. Within moments, I hear Jonah’s footsteps just behind me.

			Clouds have swept in during the night, dimming the moon. This side of Rebecca’s home faces pure wilderness, so Jonah and I are completely alone in the steamy dark. He puts one hand on my shoulder. “I’m still not ready to play.”

			“We’re not going to play. We’re going to make love.” As much as I relish the role-playing Jonah and I do together, I no longer require it. I’m free to enjoy everything Jonah and I can do together. “Assuming you want to—”

			He silences me with a kiss.

			As I undulate against him, pressing his cock between us, Jonah reaches for the hem of my T-shirt. He pulls it over my head and lets it drop to the deck. Now I stand before him, topless and aroused, my hair falling in front of my face. The sheer lust in his gray eyes as he takes me in makes my knees feel weak.

			Jonah caresses my breasts, palms them, and brushes his thumbs across my nipples. I reach into his boxers and wrap my hand around his erection, which pulses hot in my hand. The first drops of pre-come slick my fingers, and I circle the ridge, the tip. He groans, a low, desperate sound—until he suddenly goes silent.

			Of course. He’s scared of waking Rebecca. We’ll have to be completely, totally quiet.

			I grin as he brings my face to his again. I’ve always loved a challenge.

			Jonah’s fingers slip into my panties, and he brushes against my clit. I muffle myself against his shoulder; I’m so sensitive there that direct touch sometimes gets me off too quickly.

			But he knows this. He knows my body better than I do by now. He simply tugs my panties down and helps them to fall to the deck beside my shirt.

			Completely naked, I let him walk me back a couple of steps, until my shoulders brush the wooden door. Then Jonah kneels before me, pulls one of my thighs over his shoulder, and starts going down on me.

			As his tongue sweeps over my clit, I bite my lower lip. I want to moan, to tell him yes, but stifling that sound somehow makes the sensation even hotter. All I can do is brace my hands against the doorjamb as he starts going faster, licking me up and down, and finally pressing his mouth firmly against me as he starts to suck.

			Pure pleasure ripples through me, almost blinding in its intensity. Jonah goes slow, knowing this will turn me on but not get me off. He wants to bring me to the brink and hold me there forever. If anyone can do it, he can.

			I want him between my legs for hours. But I also want to get off now. I reach down to cup the back of his head with my hand, keeping him right there. Jonah responds by sucking faster—and then, when I gasp, speeding up still more.

			How dare he do this to me when we have to be quiet, I think in a haze of need. If we were alone this would be making me scream. Every pulse sends heat rippling up through me, and I start rocking my hips forward with each one, increasing the pressure just a little more.

			I look down to see my thigh across his muscled shoulder, one of his hands gripping me firmly. His face is buried between my legs, but I can see the slight turn and bob of his head as he keeps at me. Already our bodies are covered in a fine sheen of sweat.

			Usually, my orgasms build quickly, but tonight it takes its time, dawning slowly inside me. Slowly, so slowly, I slide to the brink, poised at the moment of inevitability, until finally I come—a long, luscious, perfect wave of ecstasy that courses through me, cunt to heart to brain and back again, over and over. Jonah’s fingers tighten against my thigh, proof he knows what he’s doing to me, and he keeps going, rhythm absolutely the same, so that I can enjoy every long second of it.

			When finally my orgasm fades, I slump against the door. Jonah pulls back, places a wet, sticky kiss on the lowest part of my belly, then gets to his feet. He’s already pulling down his boxers, and his rock-hard cock is ready for his turn.

			I sling one leg around him, angling my body to make it easy for Jonah to slip inside. He’s made me so open, so wet, that even his enormous cock sinks in easily. Jonah breathes out sharply, fighting his own need to make noise. If what he’s feeling is half as good as what he did to me, it’s all he can do not to scream.

			He begins fucking me in slow, long strokes. Instead of taking me hard and savagely while I’m standing up, he uses this as a way of being gentle. His cock slides almost all the way out of me each time, and then he thrusts back in until our bellies touch. With one hand he leans on the door; with the other he fondles my breast.

			I’m not going to come again—that last climax was so good, so overwhelming, it might as well have turned me inside out. It’s enough to feel the soft aftershocks of pleasure as Jonah carefully, tenderly, moves his body against and into mine. So I hang on, moving with him, glorying in the one sound I have won from him: his breaths coming shallower and faster within his chest.

			Let go, Jonah, I think. You’re safe with me. I’m safe with you. Let go.

			Only at the very end does he speed up at all, and then only for a few strokes before he pumps into me hard, shudders, and goes still. I feel him pulse inside me as he spends himself, as if I can hear the raw cry of passion he has to hold back.

			After one long moment, he lifts his face to mine. We smile at each other, half-drunk on pleasure, his cock still inside me.

			“See?” I whisper. “You always take care of me.”

			Jonah kisses me again. The shadows of the past have gone far, far away. There’s nothing but this, us, now.

			***

			Even knowing what his sister needs, Jonah still found it difficult to leave Rebecca. When we hugged her good-bye at the airport, he hung on to her for a long time, and she clung to him just as tightly. I stood a few paces away, duffel bag in hand, remembering what Jonah told me about her the first time he ever opened up about his family: that he and Elise kept Rebecca and Maddox from witnessing the horrible sexual abuse in their household.

			Sometimes I think that’s the only truly good thing I’ve ever done, protecting them, he said. So they get to be the normal ones.

			He needs Rebecca to be safe, sane and whole. She and Maddox prove, to Jonah, that in one small way he beat Carter Hale. Jonah saved her, even when he couldn’t save himself.

			I think of that in the final half hour of our flight while the pilot tells us wind conditions in Austin. (Airplane pilots always seem to think other people will be as interested in this information as they are.) Looking over at Jonah, I see him staring out the window, expression thoughtful.

			“You’re still worried about her,” I say, taking his hand.

			He nods. “She can take care of herself. I know that. I trust her. But I’d feel better if she’d come home for a while.”

			“How long has she been overseas?”

			I expect Jonah to talk about a two-year fellowship, maybe. Instead he says, “Since high school, mostly. Rebecca applied to . . . I don’t know how many foreign universities. Wound up at Trinity College in Dublin. From then to now, she’s spent exactly one year in the U.S., and she talks like she’ll never come back.”

			“Well—her work does take her to the tropics—”

			“That’s not it.” Jonah sighs and squeezes my hand. “Rebecca’s running away from the past. But it has a way of keeping up with you.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			When I say that, Jonah leans over, resting his head against my shoulder. He doesn’t do that often—seek comfort so openly, so simply. But as we grow closer, he continues to surprise me.

			Maybe one of the reasons Jonah and I work so well together is that we both understand that you never outrun the past. You just keep running, and never look back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			On our way home from the airport, Jonah and I stop at the supermarket. This is a necessity, because after this long, most of the food in our fridges will have gone to the dark side. Jonah and I haven’t done simple, domestic stuff like this much . . . at least, not until now. There’s something sweet about standing here, discovering the likes and dislikes we have in common, and planning meals we’ll share.

			You’re getting gooey because this guy eats the same brand of peanut butter you do, I tell myself at one point. You’ve got it bad, girl.

			As I steer our cart into the beverages aisle, however, I’m jerked out of those pleasant thoughts by the sight of Arturo, Shay, and baby Nicolas only a few paces ahead. Arturo’s placing a twelve-pack of ginger ale in their cart; Shay has the baby in a tie-dyed sling. They both look happy and healthy. Like they’re just fine.

			So what the hell?

			My first instinct is to head to another aisle. When I glance up at Jonah, though, he gives me a look that’s practically a dare. Am I going to run from another confrontation, or am I going to deal with it?

			“Hey, guys!” I call. They turn toward me, faces so guilty I might as well have caught them lifting bars of gold from Fort Knox. Yeah, something’s going on.

			But Shay comes forward with a smile on her face. “Vivienne! Jonah! You’re back from Belize, then?” Even though she’s blushing, I can tell she’s genuinely glad to see me. She’s dyed a few purple streaks into her hair, and is wearing a pale cotton bell-sleeved dress that looks like it’s from the 1970s—no doubt another of her thrift-store finds.

			“Just off the plane,” I say. “Jet-lagged but good.”

			“And your sister’s all right, Jonah?” Shay looks up at him, and I remember all over again that they know each other through her work in the earth sciences department; it’s not like they’re close—not even near it—but their relationship doesn’t totally revolve around me.

			“Shaken up, but okay.” Jonah looks down at Nicolas, who is fast asleep, his tiny fists balled under his chin. He holds out his hand as if to touch the baby, but doesn’t quite. He has so much tenderness inside him, just waiting.

			I’m touched by this, but distracted, too, because Arturo is still standing by the freakin’ 7 Up, mouth shut, not even looking directly at me. The thought that he might be angry with me winds me up so much inside that I almost feel sick.

			Even though I don’t want to talk about this, letting it fester in silence would be even worse. So I say, more quietly, “Hey, Arturo.”

			“Hey.” He’s staring down at the soda like it’s super-fascinating all of a sudden. Shay’s obviously trying to think of something else to say to distract me from Arturo’s standoffishness.

			Just do it. I take a deep breath. “Have I done something wrong?”

			That does it. Arturo turns to me, but the expression on his face isn’t hurt or resentment. It’s bewilderment. “What?”

			“You guys have been dodging me for more than a month now. After years of being inseparable—kind of hard to miss the change.” Jonah’s broad hand rests on the small of my back. This is a battle I have to fight on my own, but his touch reminds me that he’s here for me when it’s over. I continue, “I don’t know what I did. Seriously, no clue. But if you’ll just tell me, we can talk through—”

			“Wait.” Arturo takes one step toward me. “You think we’re mad at you?”

			“You’re the ones who never want to get together.” I look from him to Shay, uncomprehending. “What’s going on?”

			“Oh, Vivienne, no!” Shay puts her hands on my shoulders. “We never wanted you to think that, not for a minute—”

			“It’s my fault.” Arturo says heavily. “If it hadn’t been for me, Mack would never have met any of you.”

			This is about Mack?

			Arturo braces his hand against one of the shelves, slumping as if he’s exhausted. “He got assigned to me as a roommate at random, but I kept the guy around, you know? Thought he was—not a friend, maybe, but a pal. We weren’t close, but I invited him over. Had him come to parties at my place or at Carmen’s. He targeted some of the women that way, including you—Jesus, Vivienne, that guy could’ve killed you, and it would’ve been my fault.”

			“Whoa. Stop right there.” I step past Shay, though she remains close to me. “It wouldn’t have been your fault. No matter what. The only person responsible for what Mack did as the Austin Stalker is Mack himself.”

			“But I never saw it. I never guessed.” Arturo shakes his head at his own obliviousness. “How could I hang out with that guy for years and never know what kind of scum he really was?”

			“You never saw it because he didn’t show you that side of himself. It’s not like you can just look at someone and go, that’s guy’s a rapist. That guy isn’t. Nobody ever knows what’s really inside another person—not until they show you.” Is Arturo hearing me? I can’t believe that he’s been avoiding me all this time out of guilt, though now that I look at it, everything makes sense.

			Shay hugs me from behind. “We’ve missed you.”

			“I’ve missed you too.” I wrap my arms around my stomach, over hers. But Arturo still hangs back, awkward and unsure. He’s not the type to have a huge emotional moment in the beverages aisle while a woman about twenty feet away compares prices on different brands of root beer.

			Jonah says, “You know, after we dropped off the groceries at Vivienne’s place, we were going to grab something to eat. Elizabeth’s maybe. You guys want to come along? My treat, in honor of the occasion.”

			Our reconciliation, he means. But Arturo is still hanging back, his guilt widening the gulf between us. . . .

			Until Arturo breathes out and smiles. “You know, Elizabeth’s sounds great.”

			***

			Jonah and I didn’t play again for a long while after that—nearly three months. I told him I’d let him make the first move, once he was ready again.

			Instead, we went back to discovering what else we liked in bed together, and to sharing our lives more and more. I went from inking my etchings in the studio straight to Jonah’s apartment, or he’d leave the seismology lab to come to my little house. We cooked side by side, traded book recommendations, and went to movies at the Drafthouse. Mostly it didn’t matter what was on the screen, so long as we could talk about it afterward.

			(The big exception to this was San Andreas, a movie so completely wrong about earthquakes that it might as well have been designed to drive a seismologist to despair. We hung out at a bar for two hours afterward while Jonah tore the thing to shreds. Honestly, I think he enjoyed that more than any of the movies.)

			Basically, this summer has been the best of my life, and this may be the single most romantic day of all.

			I sit in a white wooden folding chair, hands folded in my lap, watching as Jonah stands in his tuxedo at the head of the aisle. Next to him stand Rosalind and Candace, hands clasped, as a purple-robed minister goes through the vows. Everything about this scene is beautiful—the soft canopy over the bridal party, the bubbly happiness within the crowd, Rosalind in her white lace suit, Candace in her crisp black strapless dress, and yes, Jonah too. That man’s body could’ve been sculpted to make a tuxedo look good, but even that isn’t as attractive to me as the smile on his face as he holds out the ring to his best friend to present to her bride.

			After the ceremony, we head to one of the city’s oldest houses, which now doubles as a reception hall. We eat lemon cake, toast the newly married with glass teacups full of pink punch, and dance together to the DJ’s choice of tunes. During a break in the music, I see Rosalind and Candace stepping forward with their bouquets in hand.

			Oh, no. Not the bouquet toss. I think every single woman dreads this.

			Before I can duck out to the restroom, though, Rosalind takes the mic. “Hey, everyone. We’re doing things a little differently this time.”

			Candace adds, “Can all the couples take the floor? Everybody, get out there and dance with who brought you.” On that note, the DJ cues up the Beach Boys’ “God Only Knows.”

			Jonah and I start dancing along with everyone else. When he pulls me closer, I admit, “I love this song.”

			“Before our time.”

			“Yeah, but it’s the one at the end of Love, Actually.”

			Jonah shakes his head. “Never seen it.”

			“You’ve never seen—okay, we’re going to fix this. Before December!”

			Rosalind then speaks through the mic again. “Okay, now we’d like the unmarried couples to leave the floor. Only the married ones, now.”

			The rest of us begin to trail away, Jonah leading me toward a couple of empty chairs. About half the crowd remains.

			Candace says, “Okay, now only the ones married more than five years.” A few more couples melt away.

			They keep going through the song until they find the longest-married couple at the ceremony: two of Candace’s grandparents, who have been together for fifty-three years. As they finish dancing the song on their own, everyone applauds, and at the end, they’re presented with both the bridal bouquets as a tribute to their lasting love.

			If you ask me, that’s about a thousand times better than the traditional bouquet toss.

			On the way back to my place, as Jonah steers his black sedan through the Austin traffic, I say, “What do you think keeps couples together that long?”

			“Trust.” His answer is immediate, sure.

			I agree with him, at least mostly. “Some other things, too. Friendship, communication, really great sex—”

			Although I expect Jonah to run with that, he instead shakes his head. “You don’t get any of those without trust.”

			“I guess you don’t.”

			Before Jonah, I would never have said I distrusted any of the guys I’d ever dated. From Derek in high school through to Geordie a couple years ago, the men I’ve been in relationships with have been good people who treated me well. Part of that has been luck; part of it has been because, after Anthony, I never let myself get too close to anyone who hadn’t proved himself.

			But only now, with Jonah, do I see that the absence of distrust isn’t the same as actual trust. I never feared Derek would hurt me, but I never trusted him enough to tell him why I wanted him to play rough during sex, or why I would never make out on my family’s living room sofa. Only with Geordie did I come anywhere near true intimacy, but we’re fundamentally too different for that closeness to turn into enduring romantic love.

			Jonah is the one person I’ve bared my entire body and soul to. The one person from whom I hold nothing back. He’s finally begun sharing everything with me too.

			To think our relationship began with a promise to remain strangers.

			As I smile ruefully at my past foolishness, Jonah says, “Listen. At the house—”

			“Yeah?”

			“—how would you feel if you came into your bedroom after your shower and found a stranger waiting for you?”

			I’ve hardly missed our games these past few months, but the minute Jonah says that, desire kindles inside me, burning hotter every second. “Would this stranger be wearing a tuxedo?”

			“He would have taken it off, because he rented the thing and doesn’t want to have to explain any weird stains when he returns it.”

			I laugh out loud. Jonah’s never been openly playful about one of our games before. I like the change. “So there’s a naked stranger in my bedroom. I’d be . . . terrified. Probably too scared even to run.”

			“You wouldn’t get away, then. You’d be thrown on the bed by this stranger who wants to do bad things to you.”

			“Sounds like it.”

			Jonah steps down harder on the accelerator, bearing us faster toward home.

			We say nothing as we go into my little white house, already getting “into character.” I undress first, carefully hanging up my dress, as Jonah begins the much more elaborate process of removing his tuxedo. When I unhook my bra, I look over at him to see his gray eyes gone steel dark with lust, as though this were the first time he’d seen my breasts, my body.

			The games give us that, too—the sense that every single time can be like new.

			I wrap my short satin robe around me as I go to the bathroom. In the shower, I take my time, rubbing myself all over with the creamy shower gel, daydreaming about all the ways Jonah’s going to touch me.

			Yet he will wait. He will listen for the safe word. We both have the absolute knowledge that we know where to set our limits. After what happened with Mack, Jonah finally understands that I’m strong enough to protect myself.

			And as I stand there, hot water running down my back, I realize for the first time what our games truly give to Jonah.

			Rebecca made me see that, for them, the past isn’t the past. Jonah can’t put it all behind him; it is a part of him, every day he lives. He finally opened up enough to tell me how he fears poisoning every relationship, that he has trouble believing he can be good for someone.

			But when we play our games, Jonah proves to himself that he can hold back. That he can obey my limits. That he can stop the minute he hears, or says, our safe word. He takes himself to the very brink of brutality and holds himself there through sheer force of will—and every single time he does that, he conquers his past. Maybe only for that day, or that hour, but every victory takes him farther from the monster Carter is, closer to the man Jonah can truly be.

			And when I come for him, then cling to him afterward as he cares for me tenderly, Jonah knows he can be good for me. He can make me happy, satisfy my darkest desires, help me erase the scars Anthony left, and keep me safe.

			Jonah can love me as no one else ever has, or ever will.

			Choked up, I force myself to breathe in and out, inhaling the shower’s warm mist. If I walk into the bedroom crying, he won’t make his move.

			So I pull myself together. I breathe in the soft scent of vanilla as I allow my hand to steal between my legs. Jonah takes good care of me in bed, but nobody ever said I couldn’t get a head start.

			As my fingers start to circle, I fantasize about all the things Jonah’s ever done to me. Fucking me behind the velvet curtains of a stage. Tying me up in a remote cabin to be his slave for a weekend. Coercing me into giving him a blowjob in the back seat of his car. And always, always, that first time in the hotel room downtown, when he tore the dress from my body and took me like an animal.

			My cunt tightens; the folds of flesh under my fingers swell. When my thumb brushes over my clit, it feels so good that it’s all I can do not to moan. God, if I come this close to getting off just thinking about what Jonah does to me, I might explode the first moment we actually touch.

			I turn off the water, untie the scarf that’s kept my hair dry, and towel myself off. A few drops of baby oil in my palm help me massage myself all over, not to the point of slickness, just to where I’ll feel perfectly soft.

			All right. I push aside the knowledge of what’s to come so I can pretend this is like any other night. Time for bed.

			The bedroom lights have been turned off. I walk through the living room, belting my little satin robe as though I might be wearing it for a while. When I enter the bedroom, I cross as if I’m going to turn on one of the bedside lamps—

			—which is when I’m grabbed from behind, two hands clutching my upper arms as firmly as chains of iron.

			I gasp, pretend fear so real that it sends adrenaline washing through me. My hair stands on end, and I try to pull away. It’s useless. He’s too strong.

			Jonah jerks me back and whispers in my ear, his breath hot against my throat, “Struggle and you’ll only get hurt. You don’t want to get hurt, do you?”

			“—no—”

			“Then this can be easy. You want it to be easy, right? You don’t want to do it the hard way, where I make you hurt.” With one hand he holds my arm fast; with the other he reaches around, tugging open my robe so he can fondle my breasts. “Isn’t this better? It can all be just like this.”

			With that, Jonah shoves me forward so hard that I fall onto the bed, belly first. Before I can even push myself up on my elbows, he’s on the bed, crouching over me, flipping me over to face him. He’s completely naked, totally hard. Jonah gives me a feral grin as he straddles me and rubs his cock against my belly. Pre-come traces a hot, wet line beneath my navel.

			“I’m going to give you a choice. See how easy this is? You can choose.” He reaches down to grab the satin tie of my robe and yank it free. “I can come in your cunt, your ass, or your mouth. You get to pick. I don’t care where I fuck you, as long as you get fucked hard. So tell me where, huh? Tell me where you want to get fucked.”

			I lick my lips, breathing fast in arousal that lies on the other edge of panic. “My mouth,” I whisper. The minute Jonah touches my cunt, I’m going to come. I want this to last longer than that.

			Jonah cocks his head as he begins wrapping the satin tie around one of my wrists. “What’s that? Were you asking me to do something? Ask me nicely.”

			Sometimes he makes me beg. “Please.”

			“Please what?”

			“Please fuck my mouth.”

			Jonah laughs, a low, dangerous sound. “Easy.”

			He pulls the satin tie around one of the bedposts, then ties the free end around my other wrist. His hand caresses my belly and breasts as he slides off the bed. I lie near the edge, near enough for him to clutch a fistful of my hair and turn my head toward him. With his other hand he grips his erection, stroking himself a couple times as he looks down at me as though he could devour me whole.

			“Open your lips for me,” he commands. “You want me to fuck your mouth? Then show me. Open wide.”

			I part my lips. Jonah brushes the head of his cock against my lips, then slowly, slowly, pushes inside.

			“Don’t just lie there.” Jonah’s voice has gone ragged with the strain of holding back. “Make it good.”

			So I start sucking. Start using my tongue. I take him in as deeply as I can, overcome with the need to please him, to play this game to its fullest. Let go, Jonah. Let go.

			His grip tightens in my hair. My eyes are closed, so I don’t see what he’s doing with his other hand until his fingers push inside my cunt. I gasp around his cock, and he shivers.

			“Didn’t want me to fuck you here?” he whispers. “Too damn bad.”

			Then he starts fucking me with his hand, fast and hard. His thumb finds my clit, rubbing it with every single stroke. I was too hot for him already to endure much of this. My cry of pleasure is muffled around his cock, and he makes a low, yearning sound that seems to have been torn from him.

			Dizzy, crazy pleasure races along my nerves, through my veins, upon my skin. I suck him harder, shamelessly, overcome with the instinctive need to have all of Jonah I possibly can. His fingers push in deeper, and I can hear the slick wet sound of him pumping in and out of me.

			“More.” Jonah must mean it to sound like an order, but he’s too close to the edge for that. His softest whisper betrays how much he wants me. “More.”

			I take him in deep as pleasure arcs inside me, building until it drowns out fear, hesitation, doubt, or even thought—

			When I come, it’s like a lightning bolt, one pure surge of energy and heat that turns night to day. I tense and arch into it as orgasm sweeps through me, and that’s all Jonah needs. Within seconds, he follows, his come filling my mouth until I swallow deep, drinking him down.

			Afterward we remain still for a long moment. Then Jonah pulls out of my mouth; he takes his hand from my cunt, but not before stroking it once more, this time gently. I open my eyes to see him looking down at me like I’m the most precious thing he’s ever seen.

			“Okay?” he says as he strokes the side of my face.

			I smile up at him. “So much better than okay.”

			He unties the satin sash binding my wrists, freeing me. I sit up as he sits beside me and folds me into his arms. Jonah rocks me back and forth, comforting me tenderly.

			“I love you so much.” I kiss his shoulder and the curve of his neck between my words. “So, so much, Jonah.”

			“I love you too.” He presses his lips to my forehead. “You’ve changed me. You’ve saved me.”

			Jonah and I were both doing okay even before we met each other, but I know what he means. Together we found something that might otherwise have eluded us for a lifetime: complete, total, life-altering trust. I look up at him and smile. “How can I save you when you’re the one who saved me?”

			“It’s a Mobius strip.”

			“Love can turn two dimensions into one?”

			“Maybe,” Jonah says. “Maybe it can.”

			Jonah and I climb into bed together. We pull the covers over our bodies and curl against each other so that we touch from our foreheads to our feet. It’s not even possible for me to be close enough to him. As I close my eyes, I imagine a Mobius strip, a single loop winding itself into an infinity symbol. Connection without end.
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			Royal Ruckus

			Randy Sandy Trades the Purple . . . for a Ginger?

			Shocking new photos have surfaced of Lady Cassandra Roxburgh in the arms of a man who is decidedly not the Prince of Wales. Unconfirmed reports say it is none other than Irish telecommunications mogul Spencer Kennedy, but the paps focused on something other than the man’s face! Can Sandy persuade Prince James to forgive her for yet another transgression? Will the people of Great Britain ever be able to accept her as queen after this? TEXT your vote to . . .

			James’ private landline rang. The butler would have answered any other call, even here in the private suite of Clarence House. However, this line was reserved for the most intimate of friends and family, so James answered it himself, reaching across the silver and china on his tea tray. Without waiting for the caller to speak a word, he said, “At least you look smashing.”

			“Ha ha ha ha ha.” Cass sounded less wounded, more angry. She wasn’t one to worry about the entire world seeing her topless, he knew. This wasn’t the first time she’d appeared semi-naked in the tabs. Still, this was a bigger mess than usual. “The resort owners claimed the entire enclosure was completely private.”

			“I know. They try. But the paparazzi get trickier all the time.”

			Cass groaned. “How long do we do this?”

			“Six weeks? No, two months or so. I’ve got to come across as really angry this time. Maybe you could hide out in Paris, get photographed without makeup like you’re distraught, something like that?”

			“James, no.” Her voice was quieter. “How much longer are we keeping up this whole charade?”

			At this point, Lady Cassandra Roxburgh was one of only four people in the world who knew the heir to the English throne was gay. James had no intention of ever letting that number rise into the double digits. (Five sounded about right. If he could meet one man—the correct man, appropriate and discreet—everyone else could live in ignorance.)

			Once, when he was younger and more idealistic, James had hoped to be slightly more open. He’d confided the truth to his father during his gap year, and Dad—known to the world as Edmund, Prince of Wales—had accepted it with better grace than James would have dreamed possible.

			“You’re not the first, you know.”

			“I know.”

			“I always thought you and Cassandra—”

			“We’re only friends. I haven’t ever, you know, done anything with her.”

			“You haven’t been careless?”

			“No. There will be nothing in the press. I promise you that.”

			“You might find a girl who doesn’t mind it, you know. Not as if she wouldn’t have enough to console her. And that way at least you’d have children.”

			“People don’t live that way any longer.”

			“We don’t live like most people, James. You’re not free to do whatever you like, no more than I am.”

			“I know that. I want to do my duty. But—I can’t see marrying someone under false pretenses. It would come out someday. Surely that would be even worse.”

			“Perhaps so.”

			How he remembered his father’s heavy sigh, and the slight crinkling at the side of his eyes that hinted at a smile, and gentled the moment.

			“The royal line can pass through your sister’s children—but we’ve time to discuss all that. After I succeed to the throne, you’re likely to spend several decades as Prince of Wales. That gives us opportunities to make such arrangements as are necessary.”

			James had not trusted himself to speak. He simply nodded, so grateful he had to swallow a lump in his throat.

			“You must continue to be discreet for some time to come. More than discreet. If this becomes public before I take the throne, it will be harder for me to protect you. As for your grandparents—well. They’re not modern, are they?”

			Of all the adjectives in the English language, perhaps the one least likely to be applied to King George IX and Queen Louisa was modern. “No, sir.”

			“But times change. Slowly, but they do change. If the public has long enough to get accustomed to the news, you might weather the squall. Come on, then. Shall we speak to your mother together?”

			Even then, James had thought his father was being optimistic about public opinion. But neither of them could possibly have known of the tragedy that would crush them all only seven months later: A goodwill trip to Australia and New Zealand. A storm over the Coral Sea. A tabloid frenzy over every shard of wreckage that washed up. The horrible photos all over the Internet of a bloated corpse that had once been not only the Prince of Wales but also a loving father and a good man—and how even that was better than the horror of knowing his mother’s body would never be found. Headlines screaming about Princess Rose’s survival on undiscovered islands, her capture by pirates, or any other marine misadventure the tabloids could concoct, so long as they could milk a few more pennies’ profit from her legend. James’ investiture as Prince of Wales before he even left university. Indigo’s ups and downs shifting from normal teenage moods to something far more difficult for her to bear. With Grandfather’s increasingly ill health, more and more responsibility for James.

			The lie he and Cass had lived for nearly a decade now seemed like the only option. The very hypocrisy he’d once tried to escape, he now had to create.

			He said, “Don’t suppose you’d change your mind about wanting to be queen.”

			“Oh, James.” She’d never budged on this, not for one hour of one day.

			“Have you taken a look at the jewelry you’d get to wear? We are talking about some serious bling . . . Do people still say bling?”

			“No. And even if I did marry you, we’d both be trapped in this lie forever. I don’t think I can stand it. Can you?”

			James rubbed wearily at his temple. “I think I have to.”

			“. . . you don’t. I swear you don’t.”

			“I have to become Supreme Governor of a church that’s leaning more strongly away from supporting gay clergy and gay marriage. I have to lead a country that’s inching toward being progressive but is absolutely not ready for a gay king. My father—he was savvier about politics than I am and more beloved than I’ll ever be. Maybe he could have smoothed the way. Maybe. When he and Mum died, any chance I had of making this work died with them.”

			“Then abdicate. Leave the throne to your uncle.”

			“You know as well as I do that I can’t leave it to Richard. If I step down, the throne goes to my sister instead.” Princess Amelia Caroline Georgiana had been dubbed Mellie by the press; she resisted the label by insisting, since age 12, that her friends and brother call her Indigo. Queen Indigo. Not bloody likely. “That’s the cruelest thing I could do to anyone.”

			“No, James,” Cass said gently. “The cruelest thing you could do is shut yourself up in a lie forever.”

			As always, this subject made him acutely uncomfortable. “Well, I can’t do it now. They’ll say you turned me gay through your—where is it—ah. Your ‘roving eyes and round heels.’”

			“God, I wish I could just take them and slap—oh, I don’t even know what.” The paparazzi were lucky Cass’s station in life prevented her from acting on her anger, James thought. Even by the standards of Scotswomen, she was as hardy as she was hot-tempered, and possessed of physical strength that belied her petite frame. A fair fight against Cass would probably end poorly for her opponent. “I might not marry you for the crown jewels, James, but I think I deserve a tiara for this. At minimum.”

			“A tiara you shall have. And my undying thanks.” He set aside his copy of the Sun, resting it on the edge of the silver tea tray. Glover had ironed the paper and placed it there without comment this morning. “For now, let’s simply stick with the classic estrangement mode, all right? I’ve got the Africa tour coming up, so that buys us a while. We can ‘reunite’ at Balmoral for the Highland Games, and after that, I promise, we’ll talk about how to, you know, tie things up.”

			“Really?” She sounded far happier than he would have thought. It wasn’t as though James hadn’t known this was a burden for Cass, but actually hearing the relief in her voice reminded him of how much she’d done for his sake.

			“Really and truly.”

			“I know this makes things harder for you, going ahead.”

			He sighed. “It wasn’t as though they were going to be easy in any case.”

			After he hung up the phone, he went into his sitting room and curled up in his favorite high-backed chair. Glover had built a fire in the fireplace before he even rose for breakfast; his late mother’s elderly corgis dozed in front of it. Most people would have been surprised at the simplicity and comfort of the room; everything in it was the best of its kind, but unlike any other room in Clarence House, this one had been designed not as part of a palace, but as part of a home. A television stood on the shelves, shamelessly visible; instead of fine oil paintings, informal family photographs from his childhood hung on the wall. While other bookshelves in royal residences were stocked with leather-bound classics, this room housed what the family enjoyed reading—his father’s historical novels, his mother’s spy thrillers, Indigo’s Chronicles of Narnia, and James’ own popular science books. Some of the novels were even dog-eared paperbacks. It hardly mattered how the room looked, as no one ever saw it but family, very close friends and the most dedicated servants. Despite the 20-foot ceilings and the antique Persian rug on the floor, this was one of the precious few rooms in Clarence House that felt cozy. Comfortable. Not a place to show off things, but to shelter people.

			That was the whole problem, James thought. He’d been born into a role that demanded he take his place in the museum, and would forever deny him a real home.

			***

			Two Months Later

			The Heir Airs His Broken Heart On Safari

			AND YOU’RE FOOTING THE BILL!

			Benjamin Dahan frowned at the website headline. He wasn’t thrilled at this latest assignment, but at least he could write something better than that tabloid rubbish. His editor back in Capetown would be on the alert for any sign of phoning it in, and had said as much when he sent Ben north to Kenya.

			“You’ve got to be kidding. I cover economic policy, Roger. Not inbred aristocrats playing cricket on the veldt.”

			“You’ve wanted this London transfer for nearly a year now, right? Well, show me you’re a team player, and we can finally put it through. Because that’s what a team does when their Nairobi correspondent falls pregnant and has to go on bed rest. A team pulls together to supply the inbred aristocrat news the world so craves. Besides, three days at a luxury safari resort? You’ve pulled worse duty than that.”

			Two days in, Ben was inclined to agree, but mostly because the autumn rainy season had hung on a few weeks longer than usual. Instead of watching the Prince of Wales blab inanities at various distinguished visitors, he’d been more or less confined to his suite.

			Yes, here, even a lowly reporter got a suite. The resort offered nothing less than this: two rooms furnished with enormous leather sofas, a broad palm-leafed bronze ceiling fan, an antique desk, a king-sized four-poster bed carved of mahogany, and any number of accouterments that made Ben feel vaguely like Hemingway. Which was the whole racket, and more fool him for buying into it on any level, but after two days of unceasing rain, his resistance was wearing down.

			Thus far, his entire exposure to his subject had been a faraway glimpse at the initial press conference at Jomo Kenyatta. All Ben had been able to tell at that distance was that Prince James wasn’t actually as short as political cartoonists made him out to be. Hardly story material—and circumstances had offered Ben nothing better. With all the planned outdoor activities canceled, apparently the prince was meeting with local dignitaries at private dinners instead. Ben had been peeved until he realized this was an opportunity. Rather than churning out the usual cut-and-paste text about royal appearances, he’d been writing bios of the people who had come to see the prince, summarizing what they thought British royalty could do for them that their own governments couldn’t, and rather neatly (in his opinion) pointing out just how many aspects of society had to be broken for Prince bloody James to be someone’s best hope.

			With that mostly done, he could enjoy the luxurious suite. The sound of the rain.

			Oh, what the hell, it was midafternoon, and he had nowhere else to go, nothing else to do. Ben could go full Hemingway and enjoy a glass of rum.

			He poured a couple fingers’ worth from the lavishly furnished bar and stepped out onto the covered porch, heavy glass tumbler in his hand. From there he ought to have been able to see a few of the other huts in the resort, but silvery sheets of rain made it seem as though the rest of the world were veiled, as if it were there and not there at once. The solitude was both beautiful and lonely.

			A breeze blew a shimmer of fine raindrops across his right arm, the side of his face. Ben closed his eyes and relished the coolness against his skin.

			There but not there. Alone but not alone.

			Then Ben heard splashing—someone dashing through the water in the courtyard, which was apparently deeper than he’d realized. When Ben opened his eyes, he saw a distant, drenched figure holding a broken black umbrella, in water up to his knees. Ben had to laugh, and he shouted, “Get in here before you drown yourself!” The unknown man hesitated one moment before sloshing his way up the steps. Ben called, “I think you need a drink. Hang on, I’ll get you a glass.”

			He went inside, wondering if his new guest was one of the other reporters on the royal tour or simply a resort visitor. In either case, he was half mad for some distraction, and any conversation would do. A quick pour—slightly heavier-handed than Ben had been with his own drink, for hospitality’s sake—and then he walked out onto the porch to see the sopping wet Prince of Wales.

			“Oh. Oh.” Ben straightened. “My apologies, Your, um, Royal Highness.” Was that the right protocol? Ben had been given a comprehensive briefing on this when he took on the assignment, but still couldn’t recall. He’d never given a damn about that stuff.

			To his surprise, the prince winced. “Must we? I liked it so much better when you were just talking to me like anyone else.”

			So he was going to do the I’m-so-humble routine. Ben knew how to call a bluff. “All right, then. I’m Ben. Drink up.”

			“I’m James, and don’t mind if I do.”

			Not a bluff, then? Interesting.

			Ben took a good hard look at the Prince Regent of the United Kingdom, now he was only a few feet away. No, James wasn’t tall, but he stood only an inch or two shorter than the average man. The boyishly floppy hair that gleamed chestnut in photographs had been darkened by the damp, and a few water droplets trickled from strands that stuck to the prince’s forehead. He had thick, angular eyebrows that might have made harsher features look threatening, but his flushed lips gentled the effect. And, of course, those famous green eyes—

			—which were now taking in the fact that Ben had begun to stare. Quickly Ben said, “What in the world were you doing out there?”

			“I’ve got the rest of the day to myself for once, and thought I might make it to the main lounge and back during a lull in the storm. Talk to a few of the staffers, that kind of thing—everyone likes to know their hard work’s been appreciated. Anyway, I made it there, but not back.” James took a seat on one of the cane chairs on the porch and gave a sorrowful look to the sodden black heap on the porch that had been his umbrella. “That was a sturdy thing half an hour ago. Rainy season, my God. And I thought London was damp.”

			Ben very nearly liked the man, but he caught himself just in time. Being charming was the only profession James practiced. No wonder he was good at it. “You don’t have to worry about security? Have guards on you every moment?”

			“Mercifully, no. This resort is so secluded and secure that I can walk about like a normal person for once. Maybe that tempted me to walk out in this mess.” James sipped his drink. He showed no sign of hurry, no awkwardness at all. Was it amiability or arrogance that made him feel he could be at home anywhere? Ben thought it might be both. Certainly he felt no embarrassment whatsoever about his disarray—his damp rumpled hair, or the way his white linen shirt clung wetly to his trim but muscled frame. “So, Ben, what has the wretched weather done to your day?”

			“Today? Nothing. I wrote. I watched it rain. Repeat that a few times, and you’ve got it. Suits me well enough.”

			“Wrote?” James smiled. “I was thinking you looked a bit like a clean-shaven Hemingway.”

			Well, that was charming as all hell.

			Whatever shock Ben had felt upon finding the Prince of Wales on his porch was quickly giving way to a more complicated set of emotions. This could be an opportunity: Make nice for a bit, ask a few harder hitting questions, and perhaps get an exclusive interview that might be worth reading. Or if James slipped up, said something ludicrously elitist or racist (and surely he would), Ben could write the “gotcha” piece of all time.

			On the other hand, he had the sense that James had shown him a certain courtesy by not standing on protocol. Not only courtesy, but also trust. Ben could be aggressive in his reporting, but there are lines he didn’t want to cross.

			And most surprisingly, James’ eyes were just as green in person as they were in all the photographs. Ben had always suspected Photoshop, but no. Every bit as deeply green as emeralds. Lips genuinely, deeply red. Faint freckles dusted across his cheeks and the backs of his hands. The prince was even more handsome face to face.

			Maybe Ben could just—relax and enjoy the view for a while.

			***

			Ben was a Cat.

			James and Indigo had named the “types” together back when they were children, which was why they were mostly named after house pets. Most people were Dogs. This wasn’t an insult—James and his sister liked dogs—but a way of categorizing how people behaved toward royalty. Dogs were delighted to meet you, whether out of rapturous adulation (Labrador Retrievers) or merely because it would be a story to tell (Corgis.) Some of them had expected to be unmoved at first, but wound up being thrilled despite themselves (Bulldogs).

			However, a few people were Cats. The Cats were not one bit impressed by you. Some cats honestly meant to be polite but could not conceal their boredom (Persians). Other cats would attempt to remain within decorum while still being unmistakably rude, so you would know how very not interested they were in your title and fame (Siamese). Occasionally cats actually had it out for you and would try to trip you up at their next opportunity (Panthers, which were rare, but deadly for PR).

			James wasn’t yet certain, but he thought Ben was the rarest of the Cats, a Lion. Lions actually wanted to take your measure as an individual.

			Usually the best policy for dealing with Lions was to move along swiftly. James didn’t have time to be himself with most people he met. Nor did he often have the energy, because being “on” at appearances was far more tiring than it appeared. Lions sometimes struck him as arrogant; you came to public events for the public, after all, and yet Lions believed you ought to be theirs to monopolize.

			But today, James thought he’d like to win Ben over. Not many people did, he suspected. It would be a challenge. And whatever was fueling Ben’s curiosity, it wasn’t arrogance.

			Besides, it was a rare treat, getting to go where he wanted, when he wanted. To chat with a total stranger, without his security services in the way. To enjoy Ben’s rugged good looks—broad shoulders, beautifully defined muscles, and ink-black hair that matched his dark eyes. In a resort this cloistered and carefully protected, he could act like any other man . . . more or less.

			“So, did you come to Africa to get the right atmosphere for your novels?” James said as he settled back in the cane chair.

			“I live in Africa, actually, though very far from here. Capetown.”

			“Really? Your accent doesn’t sound South African.”

			“It’s a tricky one,” Ben said. Those deep brown eyes glinted with amusement. “Not many people can place it.”

			James considered. “There’s some American in there, I suspect—and is that German?”

			“Good work. You got closer than most. I’ve lived in both the United States and Germany. By birth I’m Israeli, though I moved away in my childhood. I’ve also worked in Australia and the Far East. The accent’s a mix of it all, I suppose.”

			James had visited about 50 countries so far, but he would never be afforded the chance to actually live abroad. He felt a small twinge of jealousy. What must it be like, to be able to go wherever you wished, whenever you wanted? “I imagine you have some stories to tell.”

			Ben’s grin could be fierce. “Or not to tell, as the case might be.”

			“You have the advantage over me. I’m not allowed much mystery.” Besides the one great secret of his life, James’ entire existence had been tabloid fodder since his birth—or really, before it, as one paper had bribed a nurse to release a sonogram of him at eight months.

			“There must be something about you that isn’t known to the whole world.”

			“Are we trading?” James said lightly. “Secret for secret?”

			“Why not?”

			“I suspect your secrets don’t come cheap.”

			To James’ surprise, that hit home. Ben glanced downward, as if taken aback. But when Ben looked back up at him again, he smiled, and the smile was warmer now, more real. “I’ll trade one if you will.”

			James was not fool enough to blab anything too personal, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t share a small confidence. “All right. I’ll go first. Though I fully and wholeheartedly embrace my duty as England’s future king, et cetera et cetera, I wish I could have another lifetime to spend as a scientist.”

			“A scientist?”

			“I studied biology at Cambridge.”

			“I remember that,” Ben said, which surprised James; he wouldn’t have thought this Cat read up on the royal family. Then again, James had heard that people got bored at airports, in hair salons. “But I thought . . .”

			“What, that they gave me the degree out of polite deference to the Crown? You’ve sadly underestimated the Cambridge dons. They’re not in the habit of handing out merit badges.”

			“Then why didn’t you just become a scientist?”

			“And give up my rights to the throne?” James laughed, as if he hadn’t spent most of his Eton years dreaming about doing just that. “I’d just shove the job onto my sister, who . . . well, she’d hate being queen. Also, as I said, I enjoy being Prince of Wales. I expect to enjoy being king. It’s the job I’ve trained for my whole life. But I suppose it makes me wistful, thinking about the road not traveled.”

			Ben took a sip of his rum, considering that. “I hadn’t really thought of that. The fact that the job doesn’t go away, even if you do.”

			“The job is forever. Come on, then. Your turn.”

			For a few moments Ben considered. James was content to watch him. First of all, the weather was so horrid that it had come around again to being spectacular; the sheets of rain rippling around them seemed like something out of a film rather than real life. Sitting out here, shielded from the storm but able to watch it, felt more luxurious than anything else in this resort.

			And second, Ben was delightful to look at. He didn’t possess the prettiness of Hollywood film stars; his was a more rough-hewn allure. James liked that quality. He also liked the way Ben’s pale blue shirt hung on his shoulders, and his wide, long-fingered hands—

			“My turn,” Ben said. “I studied to be an economist. At the University of Chicago, where they also aren’t in the habit of handing out merit badges. Got top grades, interviewed at the best graduate programs, and then flamed out my last semester. Ditched it all just after graduation. Backpacked around Southeast Asia for a few years and started writing. Never regretted it.”

			James thought very carefully about what he’d heard, then sipped his rum before he spoke again. “It sounds wonderful to be so free. But I suspect anything you describe as ‘flaming out’ didn’t begin happily.”

			“The stress. The pressure. You know.”

			“Academia?”

			Ben opened his mouth, clearly to agree, but then he hesitated. “Yes. But not only that.”

			Instead of asking another question, James allowed the silence to do it for him. For a few moments they were surrounded only by the sound of the rain.

			“My parents died when I was fairly young.” The words came out awkwardly; Ben didn’t tell this story often. “When I was 13. After that, I was adopted by distant relatives in Germany who were professors, and I wanted to impress them. To earn my place. Not that they were ever unkind; it was pressure I put on myself. But finally I reached the point where I stopped worrying about what they wanted and asked myself what I wanted.”

			The expression on Ben’s face was difficult to read. James thought perhaps Ben had never fully understood that about himself until now. He knew better than to press Ben further; they needed to lighten the mood somewhat. James glanced around and saw just the thing.

			“Do you play?” He gestured to a marble chess set on a table just inside Ben’s cabin.

			“Yes, though I’m out of practice.”

			“Well, that makes two of us.” James smiled. “Come on. Unless you’re scared to admit you’ve been outplayed by—I’m going to guess your usual terminology—an inbred twit?”

			Ben laughed out loud. “I never called you a twit!”

			“But inbred? I thought so! Well, it’s a fair cop, guv’nor. Let’s play.”

			***

			Damn it all to hell, he was about to be outplayed.

			Ben didn’t mind that so much now that he realized James was no silly aristocrat, but was in fact extremely intelligent. But he was disconcerted to realize that he wanted to impress James. That he needed to win a contest between them.

			That he was making the chess game stand in for a different kind of match, one that would never happen.

			Probably.

			He glanced over the board, just in time to meet James’ green eyes. They both smiled, but looked back down immediately, as though the jolt that had gone through Ben at that moment was entirely mutual.

			Was it wishful thinking on Ben’s part? Or were his instincts telling him the truth?

			My God, he thought. The Prince of Wales is gay.

			It wasn’t as though there had never been rumors, but they were few and generic, the exact same rumors that flickered at the edges of the fame of virtually any handsome single man. A friend of mine heard/I know this guy who went to university with him/etc., etc.: Most of the time such rumors were meaningless, and the majority of people realized it. So far as the gossip rags told the tale, they claimed that James had spent years slavishly in love with the uninhibited, unworthy Scottish noblewoman Lady Cassandra Roxburgh. People usually adored him and hated her, though in recent years there had been impatience for James to break off his bad romance already. She’d been dubbed “Randy Sandy,” and a few tabloids proclaimed “Jamie’s Whipped!”

			But Lady Cassandra was only a beard. Ben felt almost certain of that now.

			Time to raise the stakes of the game.

			“We should have a price on the pieces,” Ben said, as if idly.

			“We can if you’d like. Shall we say fifty pence a piece?”

			“Big roller.”

			James arched one of his sharply angled eyebrows. Surely he knew how well that set off his green eyes. He had to know. It was indecent if he didn’t. “You really don’t want this game to get too rich for my blood.”

			The Crown received something along the lines of 40 million pounds a year from the government: Staggering to imagine. But Ben didn’t let himself get distracted. “I was thinking of an entirely different sort of wager.”

			James hesitated. That one moment’s hesitation turned Ben’s doubt into certainty. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said, suddenly almost formal again. But he wasn’t backing down.

			There it was, that sensation Ben lived for: the knowledge that he’d seized the advantage. Whenever he encountered it, he savored it.

			He grinned at the Prince of Wales. “I mean secrets. You keep yours close; I keep mine. But I’ll trade a secret for a piece, if you will.”

			“Interesting.” James squared his shoulders, like a man preparing for a fight. “All right, you’re on.”

			He wanted Ben’s secrets, and he didn’t want to give up any of his own. Ben understood this because he felt precisely the same way.

			This was going to be a very good game of chess.

			They elected to ignore the pawns because a few of them had already been taken. That meant Ben had to play more aggressively than usual, which paid off within a few minutes, as he palmed one of the white bishops. As he took it in his hand, he said, “Where’s my prize?”

			“Hmm. A secret. Let’s see.” James smiled. “When I was a little boy meeting a new head of state for the first time—the King of Tonga, as it happened—I was so determined to do it well that I made myself nervous. Nerves worked their evil on my guts. So, at the key moment, as I took the king’s hand, I farted more loudly than you’ve ever heard in your life.”

			Ben laughed long and hard as James joined in. But when he could speak again, Ben said, “Oh, come on, now. A real secret.”

			“What do you mean? That was humiliating.”

			“But hardly secret, if you’ve described the decibel level accurately.”

			James shot him a look, though he was still grinning. “Hush.”

			“I’m beginning to think you aren’t taking this game seriously.” Was it too soon to lean forward across the board? Not if he leaned just a little, just enough to bring him closer than any casual acquaintance would usually come. James’ eyes widened slightly, but he didn’t move back. Interesting. “That was a pawn’s secret at best. Give me a secret worth your bishop.”

			“. . . can I rely on your discretion?”

			Ben smiled. “Best not to rely on me. Best to win more pieces. Get more on me than I get on you.”

			If he were going to scare James off, this would be the moment. But James only considered that for a long moment before saying, “You can’t hold back.”

			“I won’t.”

			Which was a mad thing to say. Ben had spent his life holding back. He’d learned his lessons young and never forgotten them. However, if it meant getting the prince to talk, he could manage. It wasn’t as though he’d ever see the man again.

			James returned to studying the chessboard, never looking up. “When they came to tell me my parents had been killed in the plane crash, I was drunk. Not ‘a couple of beers’ drunk—like, getting sick in the rubbish bin, hardly able to stand up. That kind of drunk. It was the first time I’d ever had that much, or anything like that much. University, first term, you know. But it made it all so much worse. That night I couldn’t quite believe anything I heard was real, and ever since then . . . I don’t think I’ll ever think of it without shame. I was pounding back pints of Guinness while my parents drowned in the Coral Sea. At that very moment.”

			This was only supposed to be a game.

			Ben must have paused a moment too long, because James said, “You were the one who wanted higher stakes.”

			“So I was.” He paused. “You realize you weren’t doing anything wrong, that night.”

			“I know.” With that, James moved his rook.

			Within minutes, Ben had lost a knight. And he couldn’t phone this in. He had to match James’ courage, or at least the value of his wager. “I lost my virginity at sixteen. I wanted it. I thought I was in love. The man I slept with was almost twenty years older than me. At the time I thought age didn’t matter if you cared about one another. Looking back, I know it wasn’t rape by any means, but it was still . . . taking advantage. He should have known better.”

			If James had any reaction to Ben’s homosexuality, positive or negative, he showed no sign. “He should have been arrested.”

			There were many other reasons Warner Clifton should be in jail, but Ben didn’t feel like getting into them right now. Besides, remembering Warner killed the mood.

			And the mood building between him and James as they leaned together over the chessboard, surrounded by the rushing sound of rain, was one Ben wanted to last.

			A white rook fell. James said, “I sympathize with the republicans more than they’d ever guess. If they abolished the monarchy tomorrow, I’d accept it. Well. Not tomorrow. I mean, give a man a chance to pack. But you get my meaning.”

			The second black knight, gone. Ben’s turn. “I always say that my parents died in an accident. The fact is that they were protesting the demolition of Palestinian settlements in Gaza. The military moved in to put down the protests, and my parents were accidentally killed by their own government. When I left Israel to go live with my relatives a few weeks later, I swore I would never set foot in that country again. And I haven’t.”

			Each secret felt like something was being torn away, from him and from James both. At first Ben thought this was closer to torture than to flirtation, and wondered why the hell he’d tried to gamble his way into a prince’s confidence—or into his bed.

			But as more and more was torn away, Ben increasingly felt as though nothing was left to stand between them. Nothing save decorum, and a chessboard that became barer by the minute.

			***

			Now twenty-nine years old, James had had precisely three lovers in his life.

			Ridiculous, really. The Prince of Wales had always been and would always be, by default, the most desirable man in the whole United Kingdom. This had held true in eras when the holder of that title had been dramatically overweight, or possessed of a sunken chest, or sporting a jawline so weak it seemed to melt into the neck. He who would be king could have almost anyone he wanted. James knew full well that his security services and his butler would have been utterly private about anyone he took to his bed, female or male. Probably he could’ve got them to smuggle up a goat, were he so inclined, which he was not.

			However, while his staff’s discretion could be all but guaranteed, his partners’ could not. James had been ratted out by “friends” his whole life—schoolmates who would trade tall tales about his behavior to any paparazzo for either a few pounds or just the satisfaction of having gotten one over on the schoolfellow they had to address as sir. The higher the value of the secret, the less people could be trusted with it. Sexual secrets were the most valuable of all.

			So instead of sowing the usual wild oats of a crown prince, James had only three partners to reflect upon.

			One of them, Andrew Lord Brackley, probably didn’t even consider himself James’ lover. They’d fooled around together as teenage boys in the stables where they both rode, or sometimes in an unused butler’s pantry in the Brackley summer residence; that was where James had had his first orgasm from another man. But other boys used their hands on each other, rubbed off against each other, and didn’t think of it as anything other than a lark. Andy had never shown any sign he considered it significant. The helpless adoration James had felt had obviously been unrequited, enough so that James never attempted to explore further intimacies. Andy had married a Sloane Ranger named Lettice four years ago, to all appearances out of sincere love. James had attended the wedding with a smile on his face.

			Then, in university, there had been Prakash. Virtually no one besides James’ dons understood how deep his interest in the sciences really was, or realized that his First had been genuinely earned. Prakash would have been one of the few students who got it. They had been study partners from virtually the first day, lovers from halfway through their first year; a month after James had been orphaned, loneliness had driven him to risk reaching out, and Prakash had responded with just as much hunger and need. Although James had continued dutifully appearing at country weekends, meeting aristocratic friends for drinks at the pub, his best hours had been spent with Prakash in his suite of rooms—whether studying or “studying.”

			It hadn’t been love, not really. They liked each other, but they were so very different. James had sometimes wondered whether they understood anything about each other that couldn’t be discovered in a textbook or in bed. Prakash’s family back in Panaji were deeply conservative, which meant the two of them had been equally committed to absolute secrecy. So at least they could trust one another as they learned how to be lovers, what they wanted from sex, how to give what someone else wanted in turn. When they had graduated, James had returned to royal life and Prakash had gone on to pursue a doctorate in California. They parted without even discussing whether they would ever meet again; they both knew they wouldn’t.

			James had been horribly lonely in the year after university, so lonely he had made his one and only mistake. He let himself be drawn in by Niall Edgerton.

			It had been an obvious blunder from the beginning. To begin with, Niall was a servant, an assistant to the Keeper of the Privy Purse. It wasn’t as undignified as bedding a footman, but not much better.

			Worse, Niall’s handsome face and perfect body had concealed a manipulative, cruel spirit. James had honestly believed Niall had fallen for him, and in those early, heady days, he’d thought he was caught up in some grand forbidden passion. But then Niall asked for more and more favors, began to jostle for greater authority. James had slowly realized he was being played.

			If he had pulled away immediately, he might have minimized the damage. He hadn’t. That gave Niall power, and power went to Niall’s head. He became controlling, both in bed and beyond it. Others on the staff began to comment on his attitude, and while their affair had not yet been exposed, James realized that sooner or later pride would lead Niall to flaunt his connections.

			Finally, James had told Niall it had to end, and promised he would be given the most glowing references were he to leave employ at the palace immediately. James had said this feeling as though his heart were breaking. He’d even entertained a faint hope that Niall might see the error of his ways and promise to do better, if only they could give it another chance.

			Niall had instead shrugged and said they should talk about money.

			The following year was the most humiliating of James’ life. Being blackmailed was about more than losing cash (and he lost quite a lot of that). It was like losing a bit of your soul, check by check. Every single time Niall came demanding more, James had to face anew what a fool he’d been.

			And now Niall . . . well, that was over. There was no more to be said. He tried to not even think about it.

			James had sworn never to be so weak and stupid again. He could make do with films and fantasies and his own hand. Better that than to make another such mistake. When he took another lover, if he ever did, it would be someone vetted. Trusted. A known quantity whose influence, and potential damage, could be contained.

			Certainly it could not be a stranger he met in Africa. A dashing novelist who seemed to have swept in from a more romantic age. A foreigner on the edge of the world.

			But Ben took his breath away.

			Already James had told Ben more about his inner life than he’d told anyone else—even Cass, even Indigo. Already Ben had told James so much in return, maybe more than Ben himself realized. He was gay too: unashamed, confident, comfortable in his own skin, all the things James wanted so badly to be. Over the course of the two hours they’d spent together, James had gone from merely being attracted to Ben to feeling as if he couldn’t bear not touching him one moment longer.

			Concentrate on the bloody game.

			He concentrated. He saw his opportunity. And he took it.

			James moved his remaining rook into position and said, “Mate in two.”

			Ben squinted at the board as though he could somehow change the game at this point, but after another moment he nodded. “Congratulations.”

			“Thanks.” This would probably be a good moment to say he’d lingered here too long, to make a clean, polite break.

			Still, his dinner with the team from Medicins Sans Frontieres wasn’t for another three hours . . .

			A flash of daring made James lean forward with a smirk on his face. “So, where’s my last secret? I’ve earned one, haven’t I?”

			“Give me a moment.” Ben pushed back from the table, rose, and went to the bar to top up his drink. “I have to come up with something worthy of your victory.”

			The distance between them was slightly bracing. James got to his feet. The rain hadn’t slowed at all; if anything the real world only seemed farther away. But reality was out there, waiting to catch him back up in the grind. He would never see Ben again. Already it seemed impossible to him that he’d spoken so openly to a man he’d only known for hours.

			Yet, when Ben turned back with his glass of rum, James was under his spell again in an instant.

			Ben’s dark eyes met his with almost unnerving directness. “Are you ready for your prize?”

			“Can’t wait.”

			“My final secret is this.” Ben took another sip of his rum, then said, “I want you. And I know you want me too.”

			For one half-second, escape was still possible. James could have acted surprised, even as if he didn’t understand what on earth Ben was talking about, and that would have been all the plausible deniability he needed. But he said nothing. He did nothing. He only stood there, heart pounding in his chest, unable to look away.

			One more sip, and Ben put aside his glass. He walked toward James, his steps slow but decisive. His eyes never left James’. He never smiled. When he was close enough for them to touch, his hands closed around James’ shoulders, and then he stopped. He raised one eyebrow, almost mocking, daring James to make a move.

			“I don’t—” James’ mouth was dry, and he had to swallow before he could speak. “I don’t often, ah, indulge.”

			“How long has it been?”

			The last time had been with Niall, already knowing their end was near, hating himself the whole time. “About three years.”

			Ben breathed out sharply, as though in sympathetic pain. One of his thumbs brushed against James’ shoulder in gentle circles. “It’s all right. His voice grew softer than it had been at any other point in the day. “I promise.”

			It was anything but all right. Yet James couldn’t care about that any longer, not now that Ben was finally touching him.

			I’m taking this. One stolen hour in my entire bloody life—it’s mine, he’s mine, and no one else ever has to know.

			“Yes,” James said. “Yes.”

			Ben brought his mouth to James’, claiming him with a brutal kiss.

			It had been so fucking long. Every part of it was new to James again: the tension in Ben’s lips, the rasp of stubble beneath his palm as he touched Ben’s face, the heat of Ben’s body as they leaned into each other. James opened his mouth, giving into it completely. Ben tasted like rum, and their lips burned from the alcohol, slightly numbed.

			Ben raked his teeth along James’ tongue, then pulled away. Without touching James or even looking back, he walked toward his bedroom. James took a deep breath and followed. There was no telling whether the thumping of his pulse and the shaking of his breath came from arousal or fright. They were both commingled, inseparable.

			The bedroom in this suite was less sumptuous than James’ own, but grand all the same. An enormous four-poster bed stretched nearly the width of the room, with sheer panels of white linen hanging from the sides. Ben stood in front of the bed, stripping off his clothes. His motions were swift, almost businesslike—save for the heat in his gaze, which never left James. Although James felt as though he must be shaking, he tried to follow suit just as smoothly. He’d kicked off his soggy shoes earlier, so he only had to unbutton his shirt, unfasten his belt, ditch the trousers.

			It wasn’t easy getting naked in front of a stranger. Aside from the intimacy of it, the fact remained that James didn’t even know this man. Even the mildest secrets he’d told Ben were too much exposure. And this? This was madness. He had never felt so vulnerable. Yet he kept going, refusing to focus on his own fear, instead looking only at Ben. Every inch of skin Ben revealed, every line of his perfect body, took James further out of himself. Further away from the world. Nothing existed except what was here. Nothing mattered except what happened now.

			Ben came to him, and James sucked in a sharp breath as their chests touched, as he felt the brush of Ben’s stiff cock against his own. They kissed, slow and wet, as Ben slowly walked him backward, then leaned him back onto the bed.

			That was it. James surrendered completely. He gave in to every wild impulse he’d felt since he first saw Ben through the rain. Every inch of Ben’s body was his to caress, to kiss, to lick and to suck. Ben tried to reciprocate—to be generous—but James didn’t want generosity. He wanted to touch this man even more than he wanted to be touched. Yet he gloried in the heat of Ben’s mouth on his skin, the way they thrust blindly against each other, the stickiness of pre-come on his thighs and face.

			As Ben’s tongue teased at his nipple, James managed to groan, “Tell me— please, tell me you have protection. Supplies. Something we can use.”

			“Fuck. No. I didn’t know—”

			“Me either,” James panted between kisses. “You caught me by surprise.” The down side of being spontaneous, but that was a minor disappointment. Any resort this luxurious would be well stocked.

			Thick, fragrant lotion waited in a heavy glass bottle not far from the bed. It smelled of coconut and the beach. James slicked his hand, his belly, his thighs, and did the same for Ben, enjoying the slip of Ben’s skin everywhere he touched. At first they just kept thrusting against each other wherever they touched, wrestling almost like boys. You couldn’t get off like that, but the teasing, glancing touches had their own heat, as did the few moments of real pressure that made them groan.

			At last he got his hand around his cock and Ben’s both, right at the tip; Ben closed his huge fist at the base, though their slippery fingers overlapped. They thrust against each other blindly, slow then fast then slow again.

			James was surprised to find himself groaning, then crying out. He’d always been quiet in bed before—always felt as though he’d had to be—but not here. Not today, with Ben, sealed away from the rest of the world.

			“That’s right,” Ben murmured against James’ shoulder, before nipping at the skin with his teeth. “Let me hear you.”

			Ben came first, and the sudden catch in his throat, plus the hot stickiness spurting through James’ fingers, was enough to bring James to the edge. When he climaxed, he shouted it out—all of it, all the pleasure he’d felt and all he’d held back before. It was almost ridiculous to make that much noise. But when he was himself again, and could look Ben in the face, Ben was smiling. “That sounded good.”

			“Uh-huh.” James grinned up at Ben, then pulled him close for a kiss.

			For a few moments after that, they simply held each other as they tried to recover something like sense. James leaned his head onto Ben’s shoulder and closed his eyes so that he would only feel Ben’s nearness, only hear Ben’s heartbeat and the constant rain.

			Don’t fall asleep, he told himself. Before long he’d have to excuse himself, get back to his own cabin, and tidy up for tonight’s official function. But leaving Ben today meant leaving Ben forever. James only wanted to steal a few more minutes.

			He opened his eyes. The linen curtains around the bed softened the light. Ben drowsed next to him, apparently as content as James felt.

			Just a little while longer, James thought as he snuggled closer.

			He never chose to close his eyes again. He simply did.

			***

			Ben awoke to the sound of James quietly swearing. He propped up on his elbows to see James at the foot of the bed, gathering his clothes.

			The rustle of the covers made James turn. His cheeks flushed. “Oh. I—there’s a dinner in less than an hour. I’ve got to go.”

			“Right. Yeah, of course.”

			Good God, he’d gone to bed with the Prince of Wales. No denying it. The smell of sex hung thick in the air (tinged with coconut lotion), and James himself was only a few feet away, struggling back into his damp clothes. Still, Ben felt more as though he’d had a very vivid masturbation fantasy. None of this could be real, could it?

			James half-tucked his shirt, which was rumpled from having landed on the floor wet. “My shoes, my shoes—oh, yes, under the table.” He dashed out, and Ben let out a breath he hadn’t know he was holding.

			Pleasant as the memory of their lovemaking was, Ben was eager for James to leave. He felt exposed to the point of being raw. Not because of the nudity or the sex.

			Because of the secrets.

			He’d made that ridiculous wager because he thought it was the best way to break down the barriers between them and possibly, just possibly, get James into his bed. The gambit had worked. That much Ben understood. What he didn’t understand was why he’d felt compelled to tell James the truth. He could have made something up. Anything. Instead he’d poured out things he never spoke about with anyone.

			Remember, Ben thought, you’ll never see this man again. And he can’t talk about this with a single soul. If he pokes so much as one toe out of the closet, he loses his money and his crown and all the other things he values more than the truth.

			The sounds of James scrambling for his shoes stilled. No doubt he was now ready to go. Ben figured he should kiss James goodbye. Only polite, after all. He rose from his bed, slipped on one of the thick white robes of Turkish cotton supplied by the lodge, and stepped into the front room, expecting to find James waiting for him.

			Instead James stood in front of the desk. The desk drawers were open. And in his hand he held Ben’s press pass.

			Shit.

			“I don’t—” James’ voice broke off. “You can’t be with Global Media Services. In Kenya, that’s Sybil Warner. I’ve given her interviews before.”

			Once again, the damnable truth came spilling from Ben’s mouth. “She’s pregnant. I filled in.”

			“You said you were a novelist!”

			“I didn’t!”

			James finally turned toward Ben. His face was white, his features drawn. He did not look boyish now. “You didn’t, did you? I assumed. I said so. And you let me believe it.”

			A lie of omission was still a lie. Ben usually considered himself above that kind of thing.

			Before he could begin to explain, James said, “So, all this was just a trick? Just a game to get your story?”

			“I don’t screw people to get ahead at my job,” Ben shot back. Anger blossomed red and hot within him. Did this high-and-mighty prince think he could insult anyone who threatened his hiding place in the closet?

			James took a step back. “Then it’s about money.”

			“Fuck you and fuck your money. You want to live like a coward? You want to live a lie? Have at it. Punishment enough for the likes of you.”

			“The likes of me? I’m not the one who lied about who he was—who told me it was all right, you swore it was all right—” James’ voice broke off. He looked almost pathetic there in his rumpled, damp clothes. The press pass fell from his fingers, as if he couldn’t even hold onto it any longer.

			But Ben was too furious for pity. “What were you doing, going through my desk?”

			“You’re accusing me of invading your privacy? You’re media, Ben! You’re here to report on me, and you lured me into this! How could I have been so stupid? Tell me, was it all a lie? All of it? Every secret you told me?” The pain in his voice cut through Ben’s rage for just an instant, until James added, “I bet your parents are alive and well.”

			Ben snapped. “Get the hell out of here before I take your picture and post it to the worldwide news feed. I could do it in an instant. So go. Run, if you know what’s good for you.”

			James grimaced as though in disgust, but he went. As he slid open the door to the veranda, a breeze blew through the room, stirring up papers and ruffling Ben’s hair. Without once looking back, James ran down the steps out into the rain. The twilight mingled with the downpour to blur his form almost immediately, and then he vanished. But for the rumpled bed, Ben could almost believe it had all been a dream.

			His anger remained, though, stoking higher and higher until he paced the room like something wild and caged.

			The worst of it wasn’t James’ arrogant assumptions. It wasn’t even the horrible thing he’d said about Ben’s parents.

			No, the worst part was remembering the betrayed hurt in James’ eyes.

			***

			You idiot. You fucking idiot. You just slept with a reporter. For all you know he was recording the whole thing. Your sex tape’s probably going to be on TMZ within the hour.

			James ran into his own lodge, sopping wet again. With just over a half hour to go until his next official dinner, he needed to jump into the shower and make himself halfway presentable. Instead he braced his hands against the wall and fought back tears. If he gave into them now, he’d never be able to pull himself together in time.

			Fear clutched at his guts like a cold, desperate fist. It was as though he could feel each and every blood vessel in his body as they burned from the adrenalin.

			All those years. All that restraint and loneliness. All that caution. Once—just once in his entire life—he’d dared to seize a moment of pure pleasure, and his reward was immediate betrayal.

			Maybe Ben won’t publish anything about it, James thought, though the hope was feeble. He got so angry when you asked if he would. Maybe he won’t do it, just to prove you wrong.

			But money usually meant more to people than their reputations. Besides, the rest of the world would congratulate Ben on his “scoop,” laugh at the naïve prince who’d rolled over so quickly for a stranger . . .

			His throat tightened, and James wondered whether he had ought to go on and get some of the crying out of the way before the dinner tonight. Sometimes that was what you had to do to hold it together. You let a little emotion out in a safe place—

			You thought Ben’s bed was safe, and that was just another lie.

			Tinny music from across the room made James jump. That was his latest personal cell phone. He switched every few weeks to try and avoid hacking. Even so, he never discussed anything via cell that could be damaging, and only good friends and close family members ever got the number. He could do badly with a friendly voice at the moment. Fingers trembling, he answered. “Hello?”

			“James?” It was Indigo. Her voice was thready and weak. “Oh, thank God I reached you.”

			His first terrified thought was that somehow the news had already gone public, but that was absurd. Even gossip didn’t work that fast, and Indigo sounded truly terrible. Maybe she was having one of her episodes, oh God not now I can’t be strong enough for us both but she needs me, she needs me—“What’s wrong? What happened?”

			“Grandfather’s had a stroke.”

			James clutched at the arm of the nearest chair and lowered himself into it. “Oh, Christ.”

			“He’s still alive, but it’s bad. It’s very bad. They don’t know if—oh, James, you have to come home. Right away, right this moment.”

			This was about more than a family drawing together when its patriarch was near death. This was about the country’s need to have the Prince of Wales close at hand. For all James knew, he might be king within the hour.

			Which meant Ben’s “scoop” would go from being a huge news story to the biggest in the world.

			He shuddered, but pushed the fear aside. James’ entire life had been designed to prepare him for this moment, and he was determined to be ready. “Is the news public yet?”

			“Any minute now.”

			“All right. Good.” Canceling tonight’s event would be easier if he could tell the truth about his reasons. “Tell the attaché to contact my travel team. I’ll be on the plane in three hours and hopefully back to London by morning.”

			First James had to shower, to rinse away what evidence he could. But minutes after that, his travel team went to work in his cabin, packing everything. He phoned each member of the MSF team to personally apologize for the canceled dinner. And when the driver brought the car around for his trip to Jomo Kenyatta, someone held an umbrella over James’ head as he ducked inside.

			He glanced backward as the car drove off along the waterlogged road. The rain had slowed enough for James to see the outline of the resort vanishing slowly in the distance. It felt as though he had crossed a boundary, between play and irresponsibility, between fantasy and reality. Ben’s betrayal was still a raw, bleeding wound, but already it felt like something that belonged to his life before.

			James turned. No more time for looking back. He had to face his fate.

		

	
		
			 

			Keep reading for an excerpt from ASKING FOR IT, available now.

		

	
		
			 

			Highway 71 stretched in front of my car, black asphalt scrolling beneath my wheels. Seven hours into my drive back to Austin, I was wondering why I hadn’t just flown Southwest.

			Sometimes I like taking a long road trip by myself—listening to my music, relishing the freedom of knowing I absolutely, positively can’t work on my thesis for a while. I’d enjoyed most of this drive back from New Orleans, but now that the sun had gone down and I still had an hour to go, I felt restless.

			Maybe if you hadn’t left your car charger at home, where it can do you exactly no good—

			I groaned, thinking of my cell phone in my purse, dead for more than an hour now. Instead of putting on my favorite high-energy playlist for the final leg of my journey, I was at the mercy of the radio. Every station seemed dedicated to putting me to sleep.

			Then again, it was late. After ten P.M. Most people were winding down, taking it easy as they listened to mellower music, maybe snuggling up to someone they loved.

			A sultry Latin number began, soft guitar and thumping drums suggesting sensuality with every beat—and reminding me how long I’d been alone.

			My last breakup had taken place four months before. Sometimes I missed Geordie, even though I knew splitting had been the right choice. At age thirty, he’s still in party-hearty mode, while at twenty-five I already feel more grown-up than he probably ever will. We’d always been more friends than red-hot lovers anyway. Our sex life—well, I couldn’t blame Geordie there. Probably most women would have been more than happy with what he had to offer. I was the one who had longed for something Geordie couldn’t provide.

			At least you told him what you really wanted. You finally trusted someone else enough to tell, and that alone counts for something, doesn’t it? He just couldn’t go there with you.

			But I’d felt so shamed. So exposed. I’d confessed my deepest fantasies to Geordie, hoping he’d play along, and instead he’d freaked out. Oh, he tried to be sympathetic, all “But why do you think you feel this way?” That’s what I pay my therapist for. What I needed from him was something a whole lot dirtier. A whole lot scarier. And gentle, funny Geordie couldn’t give it to me.

			Maybe I was being the rigid one. I figured I shouldn’t condemn a guy for not getting off on the idea of forcing a woman. So I reminded myself, Geordie gets to have limits too—

			The steering wheel jerked in my hands. I managed to keep my Civic from spinning out, but barely. It wobbled violently, pulling hard to one side as I guided it onto the shoulder. The hum of tires against highway gave way to jagged pops of gravel under my car. Once I’d cleared the road, I put the car in park, turned the key, and sat there for a moment, one hand held over my wildly thumping heart.

			Shit. I’ve blown a tire.

			I stepped out of my car, my sandals crunching in the roadside grit, as I inspected the damage. As I’d thought, the passenger-side front tire was completely blown out; strips of blackened rubber had peeled away, and it was already completely deflated against the ground.

			Biting my lower lip, I glanced up and down the highway. I hadn’t quite made it as far as Giddings, which was the closest thing to a real town in this part of Texas. The next outpost of civilization was probably at least half an hour’s walk from here . . . in the dark, without even a streetlamp to guide me. Why hadn’t I brought the stupid car charger? I’d have given a lot to have my cell phone with me so I could call for help. I could’ve bought another one in any gas station along the way; it wasn’t like they were expensive. But I hadn’t. So I was alone, in the dark, totally on my own.

			Of course, as a modern, independent woman, I’d learned how to change a flat tire. I’d practiced so I’d be able to do it in a crisis. Except that the last time I practiced was eight years earlier, when I was a junior in high school.

			I squared my shoulders. Okay, Vivienne. You can do this. Let’s make it happen.

			As I took the jack from the trunk, I decided to ditch the little cardigan I wore over my red sundress. In Texas in August, the weather was too warm to work hard while wearing extra layers, even this late at night. Besides, I didn’t want to get grease all over my entire outfit if I could help it.

			A truck’s headlights appeared on the horizon, heading toward me. I was torn. Wave for help or duck behind the car, so the driver doesn’t see that I’m a woman out here alone?

			My fantasies were one thing. Reality was another. I wanted help really badly, but I walked behind the car.

			Not that it mattered—the eighteen-wheeler barreled past me so fast my compact car rocked in its wake. The breeze blew my hair in my face and whipped the skirt of my sundress. Once the truck was well ahead of me, I took off my cardigan and tossed it into the front seat, then got down to business.

			Okay. Obviously the first step was jacking up the car. I knelt beside the flat tire, angled the jack—and heard another car driving toward me.

			Slowing down.

			And stopping.

			Headlights bathed me in their brilliance. I held up one hand, unable to see for the glare. Fear prickled along my skin. I took the lug wrench firmly in my fist as I stood, still holding my other hand against the light, and tried to keep my voice steady as I called, “Hello?”

			“Looks like you’ve got trouble.”

			The driver stepped forward, the headlights silhouetting his tall, masculine form. As my eyes adjusted to the brightness, I could finally see his face.

			Oh, my God.

			All the adrenaline in my bloodstream changed. The fear was still there, sharper as I saw how broad his shoulders were, and the muscles in his arms—but now that fear was matched by excitement, raw and primal. This man . . .

			He was tall, a couple inches over six feet. His jeans were slung beneath his almost impossibly tapered waist, which only exaggerated how muscular his thighs were. His black T-shirt clung to him tightly. Stubble shadowed his angular jaw, and his dark hair was cut almost military-short in a way that emphasized the strong lines of his face. His gray eyes raked over me, as I remembered why I’d worn the cardigan to begin with—my sundress was low-cut, and his gaze made it clear he’d noticed.

			My hand tightened around the wrench.

			“What seems to be the problem?” He took a step closer.

			“It’s just a flat tire. I’ve got a spare.” I sounded breathless. Afraid. Would that encourage him to help me, or make it clear just how much power he had over me at this moment?

			One of his eyebrows lifted. Clearly he’d picked up on the fact that I was nervous. It seemed to amuse him. “Can you change a flat?”

			“Of course.” That was possibly not the entire truth, but I figured I could manage if I had to.

			“Do you have any help on the way? Triple A?” His gray eyes met mine again, but it was difficult for me to make out his expression with his headlights shining in my eyes. “A boyfriend?”

			Is he trying to find out if I’m single, or trying to find out if anybody would know if something happened to me?

			No one would.

			I tried to smile; I probably failed. “Yeah. Triple A said they’d be here in—oh, another fifteen minutes or so.” My voice sounded sharp, borderline rude, but I couldn’t worry about that. All I could think was, Why did I say that? Fifteen minutes was too long. Fifteen minutes is more than enough time for him to . . .

			His smile was a quick flash in the darkness, as hard-edged as a straight razor. “I can change that flat in five. That is—if you’re not too proud to ask for help.”

			“Proud?” This guy had pulled over next to me in the dead of night, started interrogating me, and wanted to lecture me on my attitude? Fuck being afraid; I got mad. “Listen, if you think it’s funny that I’d be worried about a stranger in this situation, I’m afraid you don’t understand some very basic, sad facts of life.”

			He drew back, his gray eyes narrowing, almost like I’d slapped him. Had he taken my fear as an insult? Maybe it was one; I’d as good as said I thought he couldn’t be trusted. However, when he spoke again, his deep voice was gentler. Meant to soothe. “I wasn’t thinking. Here. Let me take care of this for you and get you on your way.”

			He held out his hand for the wrench. Obviously he’d need it to change my flat. But it was also the only potential weapon I had.

			Do I trust this guy?

			I took one step closer to him, squinting to see. Now his body blocked the headlights a little more, and I could examine his face more carefully. Strong brow. Firm, straight nose like a slash through his perfectly symmetrical face. A surprisingly full lower lip. He looked powerfully, almost aggressively masculine. Like someone who took what he wanted. And yet his eyes never glanced away from mine, as though he had nothing to hide—

			Even though I wanted to trust those eyes, I couldn’t. This man was a total stranger. What it boiled down to was this: If he was a good guy, then I could rely on him. If he was a bad guy, he could probably get the lug wrench away from me any time he wanted.

			I hesitated one instant longer, then handed him the wrench.

			He took it and stepped past me to get to work.

			During the next few minutes, while he worked in silence except for the clanking of metal, I stood awkwardly in front of his dark sedan. Even now I found it difficult to relax around this guy. What if he was just toying with me? Trying to get me off my guard?

			Oh, come on, I told myself. Like any rapist on earth would go to the trouble of changing a flat tire first.

			But those fears weren’t the main reason I found it hard to relax. What got to me was that I found my rescuer sexy as hell. And he’d been sexy to me even when I’d been scared of him.

			Just what did you think he was going to do to you?

			What did you want him to do to you?

			As I watched him—his strong arms wrestling with the wheel, the headlights shining on the muscular expanse of his back or his stern profile—my mind filled with visions I didn’t want to want. Visions of him bending me over the back of my car, pushing up the skirt of my sundress. Of him pulling me into the backseat, putting my hand on his cock, whispering, Time to thank me. His hands fisting in my hair as he towed me down on my knees—

			Stop it.

			I shook my head, pushing the loose strands of my hair back from my face. My cheeks felt hot. My pulse still raced, thumping in my chest, throbbing between my legs. I was turned on and confused and angry with myself. I wanted him to finish changing my flat so I could get back into my car and drive the rest of the way home, pretending I’d never had a bigger problem than crappy music on the radio.

			Then I could also pretend he hadn’t made me feel so hungry. So ashamed.

			“Okay,” he said. A few clicks of the jack, and my car settled back onto the ground. When he stood up, he had a smudge of dark grease along one cheekbone. “That should get you home. But it’s just a spare. You need to buy a new tire right away instead of driving around on this one for too long.”

			“I know that,” I retorted, stung.

			“Sorry.” His smile was knowing, almost disdainful. “I forgot I was talking to an expert.”

			Okay, so he’s a smug son of a bitch, but he’s the son of a bitch who just saved your ass. I swallowed my irritation. “Listen—thanks. Seriously. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you. I owe you one.”

			His smile faded. “Then do me a favor. Don’t try to be superwoman next time. Join Triple A, stay in the car and keep it locked, whatever you have to do to keep yourself safe.” He handed me back the wrench. “You should be more careful who you trust.”

			His eyes searched mine again, and I hoped my face was in shadow—enough that he couldn’t see how flushed I was. Then he turned and walked back to his sedan.

			As his door slammed, I went to the driver’s side of my Civic, legs trembling beneath me. I got back in and hit the locks. His car pulled back onto the highway, passed me, and kept on going. I sat still, watching the taillights shrink and pass out of sight as he drove away.

			I needed to keep driving. But for a few moments I just sat there, one hand to my lips, and tried to stop shaking.

			That’s not what I wanted. It’s not.

			If only I could believe that.
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